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Recent research has examined how extra-legal factors such as emotions and
stereotypes impact legal judgment decisions regarding traditionally vulnerable
populations. Less work has explored not only what makes a group vulnerable, but how
people perceive, interpret, and apply that vulnerability. The current research therefore
integrates psychological theory and legal models to understand vulnerability and its
implications. Three studies examined the roles of various factors, including
dehumanization and empathy, in understanding how people respond to vulnerable
individuals in general and then to women who have survived sexual violence.
In Experiment 1, I manipulated sex (female vs. male), age (older: 60 years or
older vs. younger: 25 years or younger vs. control: between 26 and 59 years old),
experience of poverty (yes vs. no), and experience of sexual violence (yes vs. no) to
understand how person and context vulnerabilities explain judgments of vulnerability. I
found that poverty and sexual violence emerged as the strongest predictors of how
individuals conceptualize vulnerability, showing contextual factors drive perceptions of
vulnerability most consistently. Next, in Experiments 2 and 3, I manipulated vulnerability
status and legal vulnerability to explore how different perceptions of vulnerability lead to
negative or harmful legal judgment outcomes for female victims of two types of sexual
violence – sex trafficking and sexual assault.

Vulnerabilities were more protective for sex trafficking survivors because they
elicited more empathy, but more harmful for sexual assault survivors because they
elicited more dehumanization. Essentially, the type of sexual violence did matter, and
participants’ reactions to survivors’ vulnerabilities were more important than the
vulnerabilities themselves. Indeed, it is not vulnerability alone but the reactions it elicits
that drive legal judgments. Together all three studies showed that vulnerability can be
both protective and dehumanizing – depending on certain factors.
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Introduction
Recent research has examined how extra-legal factors such as emotions and
stereotypes impact legal judgment decisions regarding traditionally vulnerable
populations (i.e., sex trafficking survivors, see Berry & Wiener, in preparation; Wiener et
al., 2021). However, less work has explored not only what makes a group vulnerable, but
how people perceive, interpret, and apply that vulnerability. The current research
therefore integrates psychological theory and legal models to understand vulnerability
and its implications.
Psychologists often categorize vulnerability based on seemingly “undesirable”
traits such as weakness, dependency, or social disadvantage (Belmont Report, 1979;
Enang et al., 2019; Mattson & Geirtz, 2020). Yet, when people evaluate those with
vulnerable characteristics, they do not always reach negative judgments. For example, in
the case of sex trafficking survivors, psychological vulnerability is a protective factor in
some legal judgment outcomes (Berry & Wiener, in preparation; Wiener et al., 2021).
When community members read a vignette study in which a sex trafficking survivor
came from a vulnerable background defined by an unstable home life and struggles with
mental illness, participants were less likely to rate her as guilty of prostitution and less
certain that the police should arrest her for prostitution (Berry & Wiener, in preparation,
Wiener et al., 2021). This was the case even when participants held stereotypes about
prostitutes being low in warmth or competence. While other factors did influence the
judgment of arrest, people were significantly less likely to favor the survivor’s arrest
when she was vulnerable and more likely to favor arrest when she was not vulnerable. It
seemed not to matter a great deal what people thought or felt about prostitutes as a group:
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if she was vulnerable, they recognized her as a sex trafficking victim. Perhaps people
perceive a vulnerable victim as having less agency and therefore they engage in less
victim-blaming and administer fewer punishing behaviors. Regardless, describing a sex
trafficking survivor as coming from an unstable home life with mental health issues lead
to perceptions of vulnerability as a positive factor that protected against punishing legal
decisions. But why? Was it due to survivor characteristics, the nature of the laws applied,
or a combination of the two? This paper will discuss the literature on perceptions of
vulnerability, focusing on the intersection of psychological theories and legal models to
explain how people conceptualize and interact with vulnerable populations.
CHAPTER 1: VULNERABILITY RESEARCH AND RELATED PERCEPTIONS
Vulnerabilities can be individual person characteristics such as age or disability
status (Brown & Gordon, 2019; Hiday et al. 1999; McLaughlin et al. 2020; Pimentel et
al., 2015; Reupert et al., 2021) or social identities and situational factors like immigration
status or poverty (Boittin et al., 2016; Enang et al., 2019; Restubog et al., 2021). These
vulnerabilities do not exist in a vacuum, and often individual and situational factors
intersect and create a unique compounded form of vulnerability. For instance, younger,
female, minorities from low socioeconomic backgrounds are more likely to develop
chronic illnesses, struggle with substance use disorders, or experience unstable home
lives (Aday, 1994). Researchers have also identified various negative outcomes for which
vulnerable populations are at risk, including psychological distress (Sinclair & Wallson,
1999; Winkel et al., 2003), health problems (Choi, 2020; Grandison et al., 2020), and
victimization (Brown & Gordon, 2019; Hiday et al. 1999; Merrin et al. 2016; Pimentel et
al., 2015). Vulnerabilities that precipitate a negative outcome can arise from a harmful
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experience or emerge repeatedly in a cyclical fashion (Bach et al., 2021; Choi, 2020;
Grandison et al., 2020).
1.1 Defining Vulnerability
While research on vulnerability suggests it is a risk factor associated with some
negative outcomes (Aday, 1994; Brown & Gordon, 2019; Frohlich & Potvin, 2008;
Hiday et al., 1999), there is no settled upon conceptual or empirical definition of
vulnerability (Enang et al., 2019). To quantify this issue, Enang et al. (2019) reviewed 34
articles examining how law enforcement and public health agencies defined and assessed
vulnerability for the populations they served. Of the 34 articles, only 4 explicitly defined
vulnerability. A vulnerable person had an increased risk of death or weakness, often due
to their high-risk social and physical environments (Enang et al., 2019). Vulnerability
assessment models among law enforcement and public health agencies similarly lacked
uniformity and cohesiveness. Law enforcement officers approached vulnerability based
on how likely an individual was to become a victim of a crime balanced against the
person’s level of social support (Enang et al., 2019). The officers focused on the way
situations (i.e., hostage taking) or contextual factors (i.e., racial profiling) contributed to
vulnerability, ignoring details about the person. On the other hand, public health agencies
looked at vulnerability as it related to the individual’s particular mental health, social
risk, or abuse experience, thereby taking a more person-centered approach (Enang et al.,
2019). They downplayed situational or contextual contributions to vulnerability. Enang et
al.’s review of these 34 studies demonstrates the expansiveness and variability of
vulnerability as a construct. At times agencies defined vulnerability based only on
context, while at other times they looked at vulnerability as narrow and person specific
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(Enang et al., 2019). Still, some groups are vulnerable by consensus, and they face a
range of problems due to the lack of an evidence-based definition and the absence of an
agreed upon and reliable method of assessing vulnerability. This lack of uniformity
suggests agencies could inadvertently restrict vulnerable populations from accessing
relevant services or without intention exclude these groups from policy interventions. To
distinguish between vulnerable and non-vulnerable populations researchers have focused
on demographics and context to catalogue vulnerabilities and the outcomes associated
with them.
1.2 Types of Vulnerabilities
Inherent Age: Vulnerability of Younger Individuals. Youth who are psychosocially immature tend to be vulnerable to external influences such as peer influence and
deference to adult authority (McLaughlin et al., 2020; Pimentel et al., 2015), as well as to
family disruption, domestic violence, or geographical dislocation (McLaughlin et al.,
2020). For example, age and situational factors interact to create susceptibility to abusive
and/or violent virtual environments. McLaughlin et al. (2020) interviewed six youth aged
12-19 to explore how they experienced online cyberbullying and whether they developed
resilience strategies depending on age and background. They first asked youth about both
about their home lives and then how often they experienced cyberbullying. Most of the
youth who experienced online aggression also experienced an unstable home life, but
older youth were more likely to fall victim to cyberbullying, in part due to increased time
spent on the internet (McLaughlin et al., 2020). McLaughlin et al. (2020) then probed
how youth responded to these abusive or violent online behaviors. Using a grounded
theory analysis, they found that younger youth had less capacity and maturity to build
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adequate resilience strategies, but older youth were better able to do so partly because
they had experienced cyberbullying in the past and had time to develop resistance. Thus,
the more exposure to online aggression a youth had, the more they were able to develop
resilience strategies. McLaughlin et al.’s study suggests that age and vulnerable
backgrounds do interact to create a unique compounded form of vulnerability.
Similarly, research shows that adolescents are more susceptible to false
confessions than adults, such that the rate of adolescent false confession is 38% as
compared to 11% in adults (Gross & Shaffer, 2012; Pimentel et al., 2015). Trying to
understand this phenomenon, Pimentel et al. (2015) studied youth’s rate of false
confessions as it relates to their psychosocial immaturity, vulnerability to external
influence, deference to authority, poor impulse control, and inadequate risk perception.
Using a 2 (age) by 2 (reciprocity) between groups experimental design, Pimentel et al.
paired a participant (either an adolescent or an adult) with a confederate who either did or
did not engage in reciprocity with the participant (i.e., by giving the participant a soda or
withholding the drink). In every condition the confederate cheated on a test that was
administered during the experiment. During a mock interrogation, the researchers then
asked the participant, who did not engage in any wrongdoing, if they would be willing to
take the blame for the confederate’s misconduct. The primary dependent variable in a
logistic regression analysis was whether the participants signed a confession statement.
Results showed that adolescents were 2.21 times more likely than adults to falsely
confess to cheating, taking the blame for the confederate. Neither reciprocity nor the
interaction of age and reciprocity significantly impacted the likelihood of confessing.
While their initial results supported their hypothesis and prior findings that youth are
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more likely to falsely confess, Pimentel et al. further analyzed age differences using more
refined age groups. Younger adolescents (aged 14-15) were significantly more likely to
confess than adults (aged 18+), and marginally more likely to falsely confess than older
adolescents (aged 16-17). However, older adolescents were not more likely to confess
than adults, demonstrating the significant role of young age in the decision-making
process to falsely confess.
Merrin et al. (2016) examined the relationship between age and vulnerability to
crime, social risk, and substance use and found that emerging adults have the highest
prevalence of substance use, leading them to engage in social contexts that encourage
further substance use and criminal behavior (Merrin et al., 2016). Merrin et al. (2016)
administered a survey to 3479 young adults aged 18-25 who were seeking substance use
treatment across the United States. Their primary measure of interest was the global
appraisal of individual needs (GAIN) scale, which consists of a substance use subscale, a
crime involvement subscale, and a social risk subscale. The three subscales with reliable
alphas (ranging from .70 – .87) included questions that asked participants how often they
used drugs or alcohol in the past 90 days, the number of illegal activities they enacted,
and how many people in their network were involved in delinquent behaviors. Merrin et
al. (2016) conducted between and within persons associations using auto-regressive latent
growth models with structured residuals (ALT-SR) and found that the effect of substance
use on crime was not significant but social risk did significantly mediate the association
between substance use and crime. Merrin et al.’s results demonstrate that treatment plans
need to focus on social risk to be most effective because individuals who used substances
at one time point had increased social risk at the next time point, which further predicted
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increased likelihood of criminal conduct. In summary, age predicted vulnerability to
substance use, which in turn increased vulnerability to engaging in socially risky and
criminal behavior. Merrin et al.’s (2016) study demonstrated the importance of
empirically defining and assessing vulnerability due to its impact on policy and practice.
Inherent Age: Vulnerability of Older Adults. As we age, a different set of
situational factors, circumstantial environments, and person-dominant factors leave us
susceptible to negative outcomes (Brown & Gordon, 2016; Mattson & Giertz, 2020).1
Brown and Gordon (2016) found that the criminal justice system in the United Kingdom
fails to acknowledge the vulnerability inherent in older victims of crime and consequently
offers little assistance to that vulnerable population when it engages with the justice
process. Brown and Gordon assessed case closure rates for older victims by interviewing
eleven older victims of crime to explore their experiences with the criminal justice
system. Further, they conducted two focus groups with older people, exploring
perceptions of crime. They report that older people were more likely to be targeted for
property crimes such as theft, and those crimes were less likely to progress within the
criminal justice system (Brown & Gordon, 2016). Age also negatively predicted
successful case outcomes; the older the victim, the less likely it was for the legal system
to reach a verdict in the case. However, the focus group participants rejected the group
label of vulnerable, instead they cited the lack of autonomy and individuality based on an
inherent and unchangeable characteristic, namely their older age. The focus group
attendees stated that older victims were not only more vulnerable to crime but also less
resilient to the effects of crime. Brown and Gordon (2019) thus recommended special
1

Both studies take place outside of the United States, but studies of work discrimination within the United
States (see Farnum and Wiener, 2016) similarly find high risk of vulnerability in advanced age.

8
measures for victims based upon age, disability status, or impairment. The authors
acknowledged that their findings relied on characteristics of the person, ignoring the risk
of victimization due to contextual factors or a risk of harm caused by the victimization
(Brown & Gordon, 2019).
Mattson and Giertz (2020), two Swedish researchers, recognized the necessity of
incorporating person and contextual factors, arguing that vulnerability is an inevitable
feature of the human condition that manifests differently in different contexts. They
chose to focus on dementia, citing older adults’ increased risk for dementia as they age
(Mattson & Giertz, 2020). The current legal default in Sweden is that adults are able to
act autonomously to seek out assistance and care as they age. However, Mattson and
Giertz (2020) argue that those with dementia are not always able to do so. To support this
claim, Mattson and Giertz reviewed Sweden’s laws and conducted interviews of those
suffering from dementia. The authors noted that a person with dementia who does not
have close friends or other social support in the form of a caregiver may fail to remember
to carry out basic functions such as eating or bathing (Mattson & Giertz, 2020).
Furthermore, even if they do recognize that they need help, they may not know where to
turn (Mattson & Giertz, 2020). Swedish law prohibits anyone other than the aging
individual from seeking assistance or services. However, those who suffer from agerelated dementia may not be able to make autonomous decisions because of their
disability (Mattson & Giertz, 2020). Mattson and Geirtz argue that the law does not
recognize this, but instead assumes all adults can make autonomous decisions to advocate
for their care. Thus, a vulnerable person is vulnerable in a system that leaves them to fend
for themselves. U.S. law similarly assumes an incapacitated person can petition for a
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guardian or related assistance (Neb. Rev. St. §30-2619). However, the U.S. also allows
“any person interested in [the incapacitated person’s] welfare” to “petition for a finding
of incapacity and appointment of a guardian” (Neb. Rev. St. §30-2619). Thus, the U.S.
does a better job at protecting vulnerable older adults from age-related disabilities, but
still assumes legally incapacitated adults can and will seek out care when they need to do
so.
Crime and Violence – Creating Vulnerabilities. Involvement in crime or
violence can increase one’s vulnerability to physical or psychological distress. For
example, Winkel et al. (2003) analyzed data collected as part of the larger Amsterdam
Prospective and Longitudinal Study on the Psychological Impact of Criminal
Victimization, which included a sample of 298 controls with no history of victimization,
275 who experienced a single victimization, and 29 who experienced repeat
victimizations. Using a measure of general psychological functioning featuring scales for
fear of crime and psychological well-being, Winkel et al. (2003) found that that those
who had experienced multiple instances of victimization had the lowest levels of wellbeing and the highest fear of crime as compared to those who had only experienced one
or no instances of victimization. Furthermore, those who had experienced at least one
victimization had increased perceptions of vulnerability to psychological distress as
compared to those who had not experienced victimization. Even when Winkel et al.
(2003) took other risk factors, such as prior life stress, character attributions form the
social environment, and insufficient partner support into account using a stepwise
regression model, repeat victimization offered a unique contribution to a reduction in
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well-being, demonstrating repeated involvement in crime can create additional
vulnerabilities.
Similarly, Choi (2020) explored the physical and psychological vulnerabilities
associated with interpersonal violence using Smith et al.’s 1999 Women’s Experience
with Battering scale (WEB) with 718 Chinese participants aged 18-24. Participants first
answered 78 questions about the occurrence of interpersonal violence (ranging from
psychological abuse to physical and sexual assault) that they had experienced in the last
12 months. Participants then rated their feelings of fear, danger, and disempowerment
using the WEB’s 10-item 6-point Likert-type scale. Higher scores on the WEB indicated
increased levels of psychological vulnerability, confirmed by exploratory factor analysis
(EFA) on half of the participants, and confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) on the
remaining participants. Model fit statistics were adequate, in both EFA and CFA models
with each of the 10 items showing high factor loadings (.67 to .80) on a single factor,
battered women’s cognitive and affective experiences of domestic violence. To ascertain
if occurrences of interpersonal violence could explain that increased vulnerability, Choi
(2020) used known-groups validity analysis and found that participants who had
experienced occurrences of interpersonal violence within the last 12 months had higher
scores on the WEB, and those who had not experienced interpersonal violence had lower
scores on the WEB. The difference between these groups was statistically significant,
supporting the notion that psychological vulnerability can be constructed as a continuum
arising from distressing incidents.
Vulnerabilities Leading to Crime and Violence. Researchers have also
examined the relationship of vulnerabilities and crime or violence, namely how certain
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traits or factors may increase one’s vulnerability to these harmful behaviors. For example,
Grandison et al. (2020) studied predictors of suicide by administering self-report
questionnaires to 113 adults seeking treatment for psychological trauma in Scotland.
They assessed participants’ suicidal history with a single dichotomous item: “have you
tried to hurt or kill yourself or threatened to do so?”. Logistic regressions treated trauma
history, self-concept, and emotion regulation as predictors of the suicidal history outcome
variable. Childhood emotional abuse was a vulnerability marker for suicidal risk, such
that those who had experienced childhood emotional abuse were 1.13 times more likely
to have a suicidal history (p = .045). Thus, Grandison et al.’s (2020) results suggest prior
negative experiences can increase subsequent vulnerability to self-harm and suicide.
Interestingly, vulnerabilities can also lead to violence that results from others’
interpretations of that vulnerability. Hughes et al. (2019) cite the statistic that women
with disabilities are more likely to experience sexual victimization because perpetrators
perceive them as vulnerable and easy targets. However, Hughes et al. (2019) did not
measure participants’ perceptions of vulnerability, instead they operated under the
assumption that disabled women are vulnerable as compared to able-bodied women.
They recruited 379 university participants and asked them to read a vignette describing
the sexual assault of a female, adapted from Loughnan et al. (2013) to manipulate the
victim’s disability status by portraying her as either disabled or able-bodied. Participants
then completed the Davies et al. (2006) Victim Blame Questionnaire with 2 sub-scales,
one for victim blame (11 items, rated on a 7-point Likert scale, alpha = .91) and one for
perpetrator blame (5 items, rated on 7-point Likert scale, alpha = .75). A two-way
MANOVA tested whether physical ability and participant’s gender predicted the

12
dependent variables of victim blame and perpetrator blame. Hughes et al. (2019)
surprisingly found that levels of victim blame did not differ for the disabled versus ablebodied victim. Females did report lower levels of victim blame overall, but there was no
interaction between ability condition and participant’s gender (Hughes et al., 2019).
1.3 Perceptions of Vulnerability
Most importantly for the purpose of the current research, researchers have
recently begun to explore the factors that individuals believe increase vulnerability to a
negative outcome including the experience of sexual assault. Bach et al. (2021)
interviewed 18 service providers from five professional groups (psychologists, social
workers, forensic doctors, nurses, and police investigators) to understand how these
providers conceptualize and perceive vulnerability as it relates to the sexual assault
survivors for whom they had provided services. They asked participants what
vulnerability means, allowing them to integrate their experiences as service providers
with their perceptions of survivors to come up with a working definition of vulnerability.2
Bach et al. (2021) first transcribed the 18 interviews using interpretative
phenomenological analysis (IPA) to explore service providers’ perspectives of
vulnerability as it relates to sexual assault survivors. Eight themes emerged that focused
on identifying which survivors who were vulnerable to sexual assault and what services
to provide to vulnerable survivors. Providers perceived young females with pre-existing
difficulties and prior victimization as most vulnerable to sexual assault (Bach et al.,
2021). Interestingly, service providers suggested that these individuals show a lack of

2

While Bach et al. (2021) conducted these interviews in Denmark, the U.S. offers sexual assault survivors
similar post-assault services (see Kanan, 2018; Walby et al., 2013 for a review), thus Bach et al.’s findings
are generalizable beyond the Danish context.
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personal boundaries and/or unhealthy social networks that resulted in risky behaviors,
essentially creating their own vulnerabilities. While some service providers viewed
vulnerability as a negative, almost victim-blaming factor, others perceived vulnerability
as a strength such that they saw vulnerable survivors better equipped to deal with the
trauma of an assault.
Another dilemma arose from the fact that service providers were unclear if
acknowledging a survivor’s vulnerability to sexual assault was helpful or harmful,
because vulnerability could stigmatize survivors with a negatively connotated label (Bach
et al., 2021). Police investigators worried that acknowledging survivors’ vulnerabilities
would lead to differential and biased treatment, instead they focused on the objectivity
needed to investigate sexual assaults. The investigators believed that responding
emotionally to survivors was detrimental to their function as officers (Bach et al., 2021).
However, other participants emphasized that providers can and should react both
objectively and with empathy. These disparities in knowing just how to react
demonstrates that the concept of vulnerability is contextually dependent and dynamic.
Service providers’ stereotypes about “real victims” or “deserving victims” could easily
influence how they conduct investigations and determine what services to provide, but
not acknowledging the vulnerabilities that a victim has faced or overcome could also be a
disservice to a survivor.
Finally, providers looked beyond the individual survivors’ vulnerabilities to the
systemic vulnerabilities these survivors faced (Bach et al., 2021). Survivors’
vulnerabilities prevented them from seeking post-assault support, which increased their
vulnerability to additional assaults and created a cycle of vulnerability and assault.
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Interestingly, the providers in this study only described female sexual assault survivors.
The authors themselves picked up on this point, noting that heteronormative discourses
among providers may have influenced their decision to leave out male survivors, as well
as, not mentioning gender fluid sexual minority survivors. Nonetheless, Bach et al.
(2021) made clear that vulnerabilities, especially as discussed by service providers in a
sexual assault context, are intersectional and arise both from within survivors as well as
within the provider system across the gender continuum.
Along similar lines, Pinciotti and Orcutt (2020) examined participants’ tendencies
to blame the victims of sexual assault as a function of both their own perceived
vulnerability and similarity to the victims. Undergraduates from a large Midwestern
university read a fictional police transcript (adapted from Brown & Testa, 2008)
describing an acquaintance rape. In addition to details about the crime, the vignette
contained interviews with the perpetrator and victim. Pinciotti and Orcutt (2020) asked
participants to rate the amount of blame they attributed to the victim on a 9-point Likert
scale, as well as their perceived similarity to the victim and perceived vulnerability to
sexual assault (both on 4-point Likert scales). Structural equation modeling (SEM)
revealed that the more blame female participants imparted on the victim, the less they
perceived themselves to be vulnerable to sexual assault. Surprisingly the indirect effect of
similarity on the relationship between victim blame and perceived vulnerability was not
significant. That is, after making a blame attribution about a victim of sexual assault,
females felt that they themselves were not vulnerable to sexual assault and their
perceived similarity to the victim did not mediate the relationship between victim blame
and their own vulnerability. While Pinciotti and Orcutt’s work represents an important
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contribution to understanding how people process information about vulnerability, it
makes it even clearer that a unified definition or conceptualization of vulnerability does
not exist. This makes it difficult to understand the antecedents and effects of
psychological vulnerability (Enang et al., 2019). The section to follow examines legal
definitions of vulnerability and then turns to describe an integrated psycho-legal model.
CHAPTER 2: LEGAL DEFINITIONS OF VULNERABILITY
2.1 Criminal Law
In federal criminal law vulnerabilities sometimes translate to increased culpability
and punishment enhancement. Statutory definitions of vulnerability focus on a victim’s
physical characteristics and other factors relating to the victim’s person (18 U.S.C.S.
Appx section 3A1.1). Sentencing guidelines offer an adjustment for a vulnerable victim
“if the defendant knew or should have known that a victim of the offense was a
vulnerable victim” (18 U.S.C.S. Appx section 3A1.1, paragraph B). This vulnerable
victim enhancement serves as an aggravating factor, meaning the court can increase the
defendant’s sentence by 2 levels. As for what constitutes a vulnerable victim, 18 U.S.C.S.
Appx section 3A1.1 defines a vulnerable victim as one who “is unusually vulnerable due
to age, physical or mental condition, or who is otherwise particularly susceptible to
criminal conduct” (paragraph B, subsection 2). In applying that definition, courts have
expanded definitions of vulnerability (United States v. Backman, 2016, United States v.
Calimlim, 2008, United States v. Sabatino, 1991). The courts have considered
characteristics of a victim, the victim’s reaction to the criminal conduct, and
circumstances surrounding the criminal act to establish vulnerability under the federal
law (United States v. Peters, 1992).
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In United States v. Calimlim, the court determined the standard to use to define
vulnerability of a victim in a trafficking case to be that of other ordinary women. A jury
convicted the Calimlim’s of labor trafficking in 2005 when the couple brought a 19-yearold Filipino woman into the U.S. to work as their housekeeper and subsequently held her
hostage in their home. They withheld her passport and did not allow her to leave their
home or communicate with anyone other than themselves. The victim worked 7 days a
week, upwards of 17 hours a day for room and board without pay. In their appeal after
conviction for labor trafficking, the Calimlim’s argued that the vulnerable victim
enhancement should not apply to them because the law should measure victim
vulnerability by measuring it against the profile of other victims of similar crimes.
However, the Calimlim court relied on a prior decision in United States v. Sabatino
(1991), where many prostitutes that the Sabatino’s had employed were single, teenage
mothers in need of a work. Therefore, because the trafficking victims were unusually
vulnerable, the heightened level of coercion warranted a more severe punishment. The
Calimlim Court similarly considered the 19-year-old Filipino woman, who did not speak
English and who did not have any friends or family to help her, to be extremely
vulnerable. The Calimlim’s ultimately ended up with sentences increased by 2 levels, in
accordance with the vulnerable victim enhancement clause in the sentencing guidelines.
The vulnerable victim enhancement applies whenever a defendant should have
known the person is vulnerable even if the defendant did not actually have that
knowledge. For example, in U.S. v. Backman (2016), the trial court convicted Backman
of sex trafficking when she forced a young Chinese woman to engage in commercial sex
acts after luring her to the U.S. under false work pretenses. The trial court enhanced

17
Backman’s sentence by 2 levels, relying on the vulnerable victim sentencing
enhancement. Backman argued on appeal that the court did not apply the enhancement
properly because compared to other victims of similar crimes, Backman’s victim was not
particularly vulnerable. The appeals court rejected that argument and even went so far as
to say that due to the number of vulnerabilities that characterized the victim (i.e., age,
language barrier, location, and immigration status) as well as the depth of her
vulnerabilities, she was particularly vulnerable no matter to whom the court compared
her. Furthermore, the court stated that Backman should have known that and thus the
application of the vulnerable victim enhancement was proper.
Despite what appears to be settled law, the courts have applied the vulnerability
enhancement in somewhat inconsistent ways. The court in United States v. Folks (2020)
did not recognize a sex trafficking survivor with prior substance use issues who grew up
in poverty as vulnerable. The court instead held that these factors are “typical” of
prostitutes as well as many others in the general public (United States v. Castaneda,
2001; United States v. Folks, 2020; United States v. Volkman, 2013). This holding
ignores the reality that traffickers often target individuals based on vulnerabilities like
unstable home or personal life (Axam & Leonardo, 2017). Thus, while some courts have
expanded the definition of vulnerability, others use their discretion to limit it. In the end,
all this points to the need for an evidence-based, comprehensive, and consistent definition
of vulnerability.
2.2 Civil Law
Federal civil statutes protect vulnerable populations (i.e., protected populations)
from discriminatory behaviors. Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act prohibits
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employment discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, and national origin (42
U.S.C. § 2000e). In Bostock v. Clayton County (2020), the United States Supreme Court
extended Title VII prohibitions against sex discrimination to include sexual orientation
and gender identity, which protects the vulnerable members of the LGBTQ+ community.
Employers in Bostock v. Clayton County (2020) violated Title VII of Civil Rights Act of
1964 when they fired a long-time employee shortly after the employee revealed that he
was gay. The court held that Clayton County must have discriminated against Bostock
based on sex (thus violating Title VII) because it is impossible to discriminate against a
person for being gay (or transgender) without discrimination based on sex. The employer
must have relied on the individual’s sex in coming to the decision to treat gay or
transgender employees differently (Bostock v. Clayton County, 2020). To adequately
protect vulnerable populations in relation to sex, the court expanded Title VII to
encompass sexual orientation and gender identity beyond biological sex.
In addition, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and the Age
Discrimination in Employment Act (ADEA) protect populations with physical and/or
mental illness, as well as older workers from discrimination and harmful outcomes,
respectively (29 U.S.C. §621; 42 U.S.C. §12101). Researchers have explored the
practical application of the ADA and ADEA, finding that those with mental health
struggles may be more susceptible to punishing behavior (Berry, Holloway & Wiener, in
progress) and that stereotypes of older workers can lead to a lower likelihood of finding
in favor of older worker plaintiffs under the ADEA’s “but-for” definition of causality
(Farnum & Wiener, 2016). Farnum and Wiener (2016) adapted Fiske et. al.’s (2002)
stereotype content model (SCM) to use in a law and psychology experiment that
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measured stereotypes against older workers to determine how those stereotypes would
influence verdict decisions in an age discrimination case. In Phase 1 of a two-phase
experiment, Farnum and Wiener (2016) measured societal perceptions toward the 12
groups that Fiske et al. (2002) used in their original SCM study but added an “older
workers” group to test an age discrimination hypothesis. In Phase 2 of their study,
Farnum and Wiener (2016) assessed whether the endorsed stereotypes from the first
phase would impact verdict decision-making in a discrimination case. Participants read a
vignette adapted from a lawsuit in which an older worker brought an age discrimination
claim with varying patterns of pro-plaintiff, pro-defendant, or mixed facts. At the same
time, the jury instructions varied the type of causality participants used to determine if the
defendant was liable. The instructions included either the more limited, “but-for”
causality charge (i.e., the law prohibited age from being the determining factor in
legitimate employment decisions) or the more inclusive, mixed-motive charge (i.e., the
law prohibited employers to consider age at all). Farnum and Wiener (2016) found an
interaction between endorsement of warmth stereotypes, competence stereotypes, and
instructions such that when participants held low competence/high warmth stereotypes of
older workers, they were less likely to find in favor of the older worker plaintiffs but only
in the condition that used the but-for definition of causality. Thus, stereotypes biased the
decision makers’ determination of “but-for” causality, which suggests again, that our
current laws with ambiguous definitions of vulnerability may not protect vulnerable
individuals as effectively as they purport.
2.3 State Criminal and Civil Aims to Protect Vulnerable Groups
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State statutes protect vulnerable populations in a similar fashion as do federal
statutes. For example, Nebraska, where this research took place, defines a vulnerable
adult as “any person 18 years of age or older who has a substantial mental or functional
impairment or for whom a guardian has been appointed under the Nebraska Probate
Code” (Neb. Rev. St. §28-371). A person who knowingly and intentionally commits
abuse of a vulnerable adult is subject to a Class IIIA felony (Neb. Rev. St. §28-386). The
statute also provides the parameters of abuse as physical abuse, sexual abuse,
confinement, exploitation, cruelty, or neglect (Neb. Rev. St. §28-386). In State v. Boyd
(2020), a Nebraska district court found a man who had neglected his elderly mother
guilty of violating §28-386. Upon appeal, Boyd challenged the classification of his
mother as a vulnerable adult, but the Nebraska Court of Appeals rejected this claim
because the woman had a substantial incapability known by the defendant and other close
friends and therefore qualified as a vulnerable adult (State v. Boyd, 2020). The Boyd
holding followed State v. Dehning (2017), where the Nebraska Supreme Court held that a
rational trier of fact could find beyond a reasonable doubt that a victim’s condition met
the criteria of "vulnerable adult" (State v. Dehning, 2017) based a variety of evidence
including witness testimony, observing the victim’s impairment or incapacitation, as well
as physical evidence of neglect, abuse, or financial control (State v. Dehning, 2017).
Fifteen states also have equal protection provisions that are similar to the
Fourteenth Amendment’s Equal Protection Clause and all fifty states have statutes that
prohibit discrimination based on disability (Hoffman, 2008). States along with the federal
government prohibit discriminate based on disability, sex, age, race, color, religion,
national origin, or ancestry (Hoffman, 2008). In some instances, states offer more
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protection for certain vulnerable groups than does federal legislation. For example, New
Mexico and Connecticut afford people with mental disabilities a higher scrutiny of
review than does federal law (Conn. const. art. 1, § 20; Hoffman, 2008; N.M. const. art.
II, § 18). In California, sexual orientation discrimination claims receive strict scrutiny, a
higher standard than federal protections for sexual orientation (Hoffman, 2008). These
discrepancies in state and federal statutes and case law are yet one more indication that
the legal system does not consistently capture the nuances of vulnerability that we
observe in empirical investigations.
CHAPTER 3: VULNERABILITY TO COERCION
3.1 The Law and Coercion. One area in which the law speaks to coercion and
human vulnerabilities is in the arena of sexual misconduct. More specifically, while the
law does require proof of coercion when a survivor of trafficking is above the age of 18,
it does not require coercion when the victim of sex trafficking is under 18 (i.e., a minor)
(Hogan, 2018). Article 3(c) of the international Palermo Protocol makes this clear by
intentionally removing “by force, fraud, or coercion” from its definition of sex trafficking
of juveniles (Hogan, 2018; Palermo Protocol, 2000). Therefore, a prosecuting attorney
does not need to show coercion to prosecute those whom she or he believes has trafficked
juveniles because the law assumes that a minor is unable to freely choose to sell sexual
services for profit. However, to convict an individual of trafficking an adult, the
Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA) states that there must be “proof of force,
fraud, or coercion” (18 U.S.C §1591 (a) (b) (1) (2012)). As defined in the law, the three
elements that make up coercion are actual threats of serious harm, implying threats of
serious harm, or an abuse of the legal system. Harm must rise to a level that is severe
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enough to compel a reasonable person in the same situation to be complicit in a
commercial sex act (TVPA, 2012). The law also requires a causal nexus between the
coercive means and compelled services, meaning the traffickers’ actions caused the
victim to engage in the acts. Congress denoted in the TVPA that coercion does not need
to be physical; in fact, the legislation explicitly stated that coercion could be wholly
invisible, including being psychological, in nature (Hogan, 2018; TVPA, 2012). In an
unpublished opinion, People v. Cisco (2009), the Michigan Court of Appeals ventured
into the territory of an adult victim’s vulnerability to coercion. The court held that
because the victim was an older woman with impaired mental capacity, she was
unusually vulnerable to coercion (People v. Cisco, 2009). However, because this opinion
was not published, the definition and decision are not precedent, meaning it is not binding
on future courts even in Michigan and that use of this holding to find a victim vulnerable
to coercion is weak authority at best.
Interestingly, the courts do reference vulnerability to coercion in the context of
Miranda violations3. The requirement to give so called Miranda warnings arose from
Miranda v. Arizona (1966), a U.S. Supreme Court case decided under both the 5th and 6th
amendments. Following this historic case, police officers are legally required to inform
suspects of their rights to remain silent and the right to counsel (Miranda v. Arizona,
1966). In United States v. Iribe (1993), the Court clarified what it had established in
Miranda as the “knowingly, willingly, and competently” standard to waive these rights.
The district court held that the police coerced Iribe to consent when five officers arrived
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Of note, it has also been argued that Miranda only protects suspects against compelled, not coerced selfincrimination but it appears the courts use coercion and compulsion interchangeably (see Huigens, 2019 for
a review).
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on the scene asking to search his home. Iribe was unfamiliar with our laws and customs,
and he did not speak English well. In United States v. Preston (2014) and Rodriguez v.
McDonald (2017) the Ninth Circuit further elaborated this standard, holding that youths
and those with intellectual limitations, such as low intelligence or mental disabilities, are
particularly susceptible to coercion when it comes to their Miranda rights. Importantly,
Rodriguez v. McDonald (2017) made clear that illegal coercion, again with respect to
Miranda rights, can be either psychological or physical in nature. The next section
considers how psychological research has examined how psychological and physical
factors can increase a victim’s vulnerability to coercion.
3.2 The Psychology of Coercion. Kuyper et al. (2013) examined vulnerability to
coercion in the context of sexual assault by surveying 1,375 sexually active young people
in the Netherlands to identify factors that might increase vulnerability and to measure the
associations between those vulnerability factors (specifically alcohol use, sexual
behaviors, and sexual communication skills) and sexual coercion. Kuyper et al. (2013)
measured sociodemographic and behavioral predictors along with eight different types of
sexual coercion such as verbal pressure and use of force. Respondents also supplied the
age of their first sexual intercourse, the number of sexual partners they had had, and the
average number of drinks they typically consume when on a date. Kuyper et al. (2013)
also measured sexual refusal skills using the 5-item sexual assertiveness scale (Morokoff
et al., 1997), as well as token resistance to sexual coercion using a one item indicator
(Sprecher et al., 1994). Respondents also indicated how often their words were
inconsistent with their actions by estimating how often they told someone they did not
want to have sex but in fact did want to have sex. Finally, Kuyper et al. (2013) adapted
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Koss et al.’s (2007) Sexual Experience Survey to create a single yes/no measure of sexual
coercion. To analyze the relationship between these predictors and outcomes, Kuyper et
al. (2013) used latent class analysis with covariates to first identify the types of sexual
coercion that occurred for men versus women, and then used Bayes factors and posterior
probabilities to determine which predictors significantly predicted the outcome of sexual
coercion. They found that young men and women were equally likely to experience
verbal pressure, which significantly predicted instances of sexual coercion (Kuyper et al.,
2013). However, young women experienced the use of force or violence as an additional
type of coercive experience beyond verbal pressure. In addition, attraction to same-sex
partners and increased alcohol consumption significantly predicted experiencing verbal
pressure and alcohol-related sexual coercion. In summary, Kuyper et al. (2013) identified
age, sexual experience, and lower levels of sexual communication as consistent
vulnerability factors contributing to sexually coercive experiences. Their research
suggests that prevention programs and efforts at legal reform may need to consider the
configuration of these vulnerability factors in tandem to protect those who are likely to
succumb to sexual coercion.
Along similar lines, Kalof (2000) collected two-year panel data from a sample of
54 college aged women to examine the relationship between attitudes, behaviors, and
vulnerability to sexual coercion to try and understand the high prevalence of sexual
assault incidences on college campuses. Kalof’s work made use of the socialpsychological characteristics model of vulnerability (see Koss & Dinero, 1989 for a
review), which argues that a person’s personality, attitudes, and values may give rise to
sexual victimization vulnerability. The literature holds conflicting findings regarding
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these attitudes, such that nontraditional attitudes or traditional femininity attitudes are
sometimes, but not always, associated with higher rates of coercion (for a review, see
Ageton, 1988; Bernard et al., 1985; Koss, 1985; Koss & Dinero, 1989; Muehlenhard &
Linton, 1987; Murnen & Byrne, 1991). To help clarify these relationships, Kalof (2000)
measured rape-supportive attitudes, sex role stereotypes, adversarial sexual beliefs,
interpersonal violence acceptance, and rape myth adherence. Participants also provided
answers to Koss and Oros’s (1982) Sexual Experiences Survey, which asked about
experiences of social coercion, alcohol or drug-related nonconsensual sex, physical
coercion, and rape, with each measure dichotomized to represent a singular yes or no
answer. Using the Sexual Experiences Survey results as a measure of sexual
victimization, Kalof (2000) found that 64.8% of women had experienced some form of
sexual victimization at the time of the survey. Two years later, Kalof administered the
survey to the same participants to find that 50% reported another victimization
experience during those two years. Surprisingly, regression analysis found that only
endorsement of sex role stereotypes predicted increased vulnerability to sexual coercion.
For the most part, neither attitudes nor prior experience with coercion significantly
predicted victimization. Kalof’s findings support the argument that attitudes, and
behaviors by themselves are not automatic vulnerability factors for sexual coercion and
victimization. Participants did not change their rape supportive attitudes based upon
experiences with coercion, and prior sexual coercion did not predict vulnerability over
the two-year period (Kalof, 2000).
Other work, outside the area of sexual misconduct has looked more broadly at the
interplay between coercion and vulnerability. Choplin et al. (2011) conducted two fraud
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simulation studies to examine people’s susceptibility to deceptive persuasion. In each
simulation a consumer noticed a problematic term in a contract, but the sales agent used
deception to persuade them to proceed with the deal. In their first study, Choplin et al.,
(2011) presented 80 undergraduate students with a consent form that included a provision
highlighted in red that directly contradicted what the researchers told participants about
the study (i.e., that it was 1 hour of credit as opposed to 3 hours). Forty-three percent of
participants signed the contract without raising any concerns. Most troubling, sixty
percent of participants who did not raise a concern about the discrepancy had read the
consent form enough to have noticed the problematic provision but signed it anyway
(Choplin et al., 2011). When asked why they went ahead with signing the form,
participants said they wanted the researcher to perceive them as cooperative, trustworthy,
and respectable.
Choplin et al. (2011) randomly assigned the 56.2% of participants who did
mention a concern about signing the contract to one of three treatments: 1) further
deception where the researchers continued with the existing bait and switch (control), 2) a
second condition in which the researcher rationalized the discrepancy with a plausible
explanation, or 3) a third condition in which the researcher rationalized the discrepancy
with a senseless explanation (i.e., it is just because that is how we wrote the form). Eighty
six percent of participants in the plausible condition and 80% of participants in the
senseless condition agreed to sign the form after being further deceived. Overall, of the
80 students in the full study, about 44 raised a concern about the problematic provision
and 35 of them were willing to sign the contract after the researcher provided some form
of explanation. Combining those 35 with the original 36 who signed the contract initially
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means that 71 out of 80 participants (89%) signed a contract with a contradictory
provision.
Study 2 generalized the results of study 1 by using a sample of 126 adults in
Chicago, Illinois and presenting realistic consumer fraud situations within an apartment
lease and a catering contract (Choplin et al., 2011). Here, Choplin et al. (2011) found that
a smaller percentage of participants were willing to sign a contract with a problematic
provision (29% and 30%, respectively). However, a t-test revealed that younger
participants were more likely to sign the contract than older participants. Since Choplin et
al.’s first study included only college aged students, they combined results of both studies
to support the conclusion that younger individuals were ultimately more likely to agree to
sign problematic contracts. Choplin et al.’s (2011) work suggests that if the federal law
intends to protect consumers from signing deceptive contracts, the law needs to
incorporate or at least acknowledge these vulnerability factors (i.e., age, social norms and
the desire to be perceived as cooperative). Once again, the ambiguity about the nature of
coercion and its role in creating vulnerability is apparent, this time, demonstrated
empirically in the research at the intersection of psychology and contract coercion.
CHAPTER 4: EFFECTS OF VULNERABILITIES ON DECISION-MAKING
AND JUDGMENT OUTCOMES
The intersection of the psychology of vulnerability and the law of vulnerability
converges in a difficult question, “Does labeling a victim as “vulnerable” in an attempt to
offer protection create a bias or encourage dehumanization?” Munro and Scoular (2012)
suggest that labelling people as vulnerable may tokenize vulnerability by tying it to
stereotypes of a typical victim. On the other hand, labelling people as vulnerable may be
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wholly protective. The next section examines the distinctions between vulnerability as
protective and vulnerability as dehumanizing.
4.1 Vulnerability as Protective
Vulnerability could be protective, encouraging empathy or decreasing victim
blame. For example, sex trafficking survivors are susceptible to individual vulnerabilities
(e.g., unstable backgrounds and substance use) and systemic vulnerabilities, such as
being both a victim and a supposed law breaker (i.e., prostitute) (Axam & Leonardo,
2017; Neb. Rev. Stat. § 28-801). Vulnerabilities can also increase a potential victim’s
susceptibility to traffickers’ manipulation and coercion tactics (Axam & Leonardo, 2017;
Franklin & Mennaker, 2015; Hogan, 2018).
Franklin and Mennaker (2015) used a sex trafficking survivor’s prior
victimization history as a vulnerability factor, examining how it impacted perceptions of
victim blame. They presented undergraduates with a scenario in which a trafficking
victim engaged in commercial sex. The experimental condition made the survivor’s
victimization history apparent, detailing the context in which she became involved in
commercial sex, including the violence and coercion she had experienced. The control
condition did not emphasize the survivor’s victimization history, allowing the authors to
test if making this vulnerable history salient would reduce participants’ judgments of
blame. Franklin and Mennaker (2015) measured the primary dependent variable,
blameworthiness with a three-item scale along with a series of predictor variables
including observer characteristics (i.e., race and gender), and attitudes towards
prostitution and other sex work. They found that when the scenario did not explicitly
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mention a survivor’s victimization history, participants reported significantly increased
levels of blameworthiness as compared to when it did.
Berry and Wiener (in preparation) also examined the protective nature of sex
trafficking survivor vulnerability and found empathy mediated the relationship between a
sex trafficking survivor’s vulnerability and participants’ judgments about whether she
was guilty of prostitution and whether they favored her arrest. Participants felt more
empathy for the survivor when she was vulnerable, and the more empathy participants
felt for her, the less certain they were that she was guilty of and should be arrested for
prostitution (Berry & Wiener, in preparation). Taking a slightly different approach,
Wiener et al. (2021) found in a 2 (trafficking victim vulnerability: not a vulnerable
background vs. vulnerable background) by 2 (prior prostitution: the trafficking victim
was engaged in prostitution before the trafficking incident vs. she did not engage in
prostitution before the trafficking incident) by 2 (subsequent prostitution: the trafficking
victim engaged in prostitution after the incident vs. she did not engage in prostitution
after the incident) between groups experiment that when participants read about a sex
trafficking victim who came from a stable, non-vulnerable background who had not
engaged in prostitution before she was trafficked, they reported higher levels of disgust
and contempt towards her, which in turn predicted a judgment favoring her arrest.
However, the opposite was true for vulnerable victims who had engaged in prostitution
before being trafficked, namely participants were less likely to favor her arrest. Thus,
prior victim vulnerability acted as a moderating factor against feelings of disgust and
contempt.
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Protective tendencies of vulnerability also extend beyond research conducted in
the United States. Boittin et al. (2016) conducted a randomized control intervention in
Nepal, to distinguish between weakness versus strength depictions of vulnerability in the
context of human trafficking. Boittin et al. (2016) designed an awareness campaign to
shift community members’ attitudes and behaviors towards trafficking of young girls
including a manipulation of the campaign’s focus. In the negative, danger focus
condition, the campaign depicted survivors as vulnerable and unable to resist the
terrifying reality of trafficking. In the positive, empowerment appeal condition, the
awareness campaign depicted survivors as having strong self-efficacy, overcoming their
vulnerabilities, and becoming successful members of society. Boittin et al. (2016) found
no statistically significant differences between danger and empowerment frames,
however both messages did result in increased levels of knowledge and positive attitudes
towards survivors. Participants who read these narratives perceived that the girls were at
high risk of being trafficked but reacted with prosocial tendencies to help them instead of
retributive inclinations to punish them (Boittin et al., 2016). Ultimately, the manipulated
trafficking awareness campaigns led to decreased victim blame and increased willingness
to engage in conversation with a victim. In summary, this line of research suggests that
vulnerabilities can be protective in at least some situations.
4.2 Harmful Effects of Vulnerability – Dehumanization
On the other hand, vulnerability can be negative, encouraging dehumanization.
Dehumanizing tendencies arise when people see shared characteristics of a group as
animal-like or as belonging to inanimate objects (Haslam, 2006; Wiener et al., 2014;
Vaes et al., 2021). Dehumanization may offer a key to understanding the relationships
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between a domestic abuser and her or his victim (Bastian, 2019), reactions toward
traditionally stigmatized (yet vulnerable) groups such as juvenile sex offenders
(Stevenson et al., 2015), and perceptions of stereotyped groups such as racial minorities
and women (Bongiorno et al., 2013; Morris et al. 2018; Puvia and Vaes 2013; Reimer et
al., 2019; Rudman & Mescher, 2012; Vaes et al. 2011). Researchers have tied
dehumanization to a variety of negative judgments including public perceptions of
released prisoners (Bastian et al., 2013), police attitudes toward individuals whom other
officers have brutalized (Goff et al, 2008), and the public’s tolerance of sexual assault
(Loughnan et al., 2013). Formanowicz et al. (2018) found that dehumanization can lead
to increased aggression, prejudice, and the manifestation of unsupportive behaviors.
Targets of dehumanization also may experience negative cognitive and emotional
consequences such as feelings of shame or anger (Bastian & Haslam, 2011).
Haslam (2006) argued that we must first make sense of humanness to understand
what the dehumanizer denies to the victim, namely characteristics that are uniquely
human and those that constitute a sense of human nature. Our everyday understanding of
being human combines uniquely human (UH) characteristics, which distinguish people
from other animals, and human nature (HN) characteristics, which distinguish people
from inanimate objects (Haslam 2006; 2013; Wiener et al., 2014). Theorists and
researchers conceptualize dehumanization as denying others UH and HN characteristics
along a continuum of degree so that some people are seen as less human than others.
(Wiener et al., 2014; Vaes et al., 2021).
Human nature traits represent innate dispositions of humans, ones that are
normative and universal across cultures and situations (Haslam, 2006). These are core
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characteristics that are fundamental, inherent, and natural (Haslam 2006; Haslam et al.,
2004). Example HN characteristics include emotional responsiveness, warmth, cognitive
flexibility, and emotionality (Gergen, 1991; Haslam, 2006). When HN properties are
denied to another, mechanistic dehumanization occurs, likening another to an object or
machine (Haslam, 2006). These individuals are then seen as lacking in affect, warmth,
and depth (Haslam, 2006). Denial of HN characteristics and resulting mechanistic
dehumanization involves emotional distancing, culminating in disregard and indifference
of the dehumanized (Haslam, 2006).
On the other hand, Haslam (2006) identified rationality, civility, and logic as
uniquely human (UH) traits, while Leyens (2001) and Gosling (2001) added language,
higher order cognition, sentiments, openness to experience, and conscientiousness to the
list. UH traits are acquired rather than innate, and as such necessitate sophistication,
refinement, sensibility, and a sense of culture (Haslam, 2006; Schwartz & Struch, 1989).
Denying UH traits result in perceiving the other as “coarse, uncultured, lacking in selfcontrol, and unintelligent” (Haslam, 2006, p. 258). Denial of UH traits manifest as
animalistic dehumanization or seeing another quite simply as a non-human animal
(Haslam, 2006). When this distinction between humans and animals is blurred, emotions
such as disgust and contempt arise, assigning the animalistic dehumanized individuals to
the category of “lesser-than” (Rozin et al., 2000). Haslam concludes that dehumanization
overall is a “motivated phenomenon serving individual, interpersonal, or intergroup
functions” (Haslam, 2006, p. 255). Essentially, when someone denies another’s human
attributes – whether those are morality, self-control, or emotions – they are engaging in
dehumanization (Gervais et al., 2013).
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Consequences of Dehumanization. Research has identified serious
consequences of dehumanization. For example, focusing on punishment for culpable
behavior, Bastian et al. (2013) asked an undergraduate sample at an Australian university
to read vignettes describing either a white collar, violent, or child molestation crime.
They then measured participants’ moral outrage emotions and their agreement with 8
dehumanization statements about the alleged offender (rated on a 1 to 7 Likert scale)
assessing the denial of traits pertaining to human nature (i.e., mechanistic
dehumanization) and human uniqueness (animalistic dehumanization). Bastian et al.
(2013) found that regardless of the crime type, the more moral outrage participants felt,
the more likely they were to dehumanize the offender (i.e., characterize him as lacking in
restraint like an animal or lacking in emotional responsivity). Bastian et al. (2013)
replicated this study with MTurk participants and added a measure of blame and
punishment severity (i.e., how many years punishment the offender should receive). The
results showed that the more participants dehumanized the offender, the more they
blamed him and favored a lengthier prison sentence. In a final replication, Bastian et al.
(2013) held the crime type constant but manipulated the crime severity to determine if
moral outrage and dehumanization were related to punishment severity when the type of
crime was not in play. Mediation models revealed that both moral outrage and
dehumanization separately mediated the relationship between crime severity and sentence
harshness. Participants reading about the more severe crime showed more moral outrage
and more dehumanization towards the offender, and those factors predicted an increased
sentence length. However, when Bastian et al. (2013) tested for moral outrage and
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dehumanization as mediators in the same model, only dehumanization mediated the
relationship between crime and punishment severity.
In two earlier studies that focused on the nature of humanization rather than its
outcomes, Bastian, and Haslam (2011) employed undergraduate participants to determine
whether dehumanization could arise from everyday situations and whether such natural
dehumanization had distinct cognitive and emotional implications for the victims of
dehumanization. Participants read 12 vignettes that described subtle forms of
maltreatment that could befall them and then rated the extent to which each maltreatment
led them to experience cognitive deconstructive states (i.e., “I would find it hard to think
clearly”) and aversive self-awareness (i.e., “I would feel self-conscious”). They also rated
how much anger/sadness, and shame/guilt they felt while reading the description of the
maltreatment and imagining that they were the targets. Finally, participants rated each
vignette scenario on its denial of human uniqueness and denial of human nature (i.e.,
animalistic and mechanistic dehumanization) on a 10-item Likert scale.
After confirming all measures satisfactorily loaded onto their expected dimension
(with alphas above .75), Bastian and Haslam (2011) regressed the two dehumanization
dimensions on four measures of cognition and emotion on to find that the cognitive effect
of aversive self-awareness and the emotional effect of shame/guilt significantly predicted
the dehumanization dimension of human uniqueness. That is, the more aversive selfawareness and shame participants felt imagining they were the target of maltreatment, the
more they felt the scenario denied their human uniqueness. On the other hand, the
cognitive effect of deconstructive states and the emotional effect of anger/sadness
predicted the dehumanization dimension of denial of human nature (Bastian & Haslam,
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2011). The more deconstructive states and sadness a participant felt, the more likely they
were to rate the scenario as denying their human nature.
Bastian and Haslam (2011) then replicated these effects in a second sample using
recall of autobiographical experiences as the manipulation. They told participants to
either think about a situation where someone treated them as if they were incompetent or
uncivilized (denying their human uniqueness) or to think about a situation where
someone treated them as a means to an end or as an object (denying their human nature)
(Bastian & Haslam, 2011). Bastian and Haslam (2011) replicated the effects of
dehumanization arising from everyday situations, containing distinct cognitive and
emotional implications. Animalistic dehumanization, denying human uniqueness led to
self-conscious cognitions and emotions, while mechanistic dehumanization, denying
human nature traits led to cognitive deconstructive states, anger, and sadness (Bastian &
Haslam, 2011). Overall, Bastian and Haslam’s (2011) work demonstrated that
experiences of dehumanization from the standpoint of the target mirror the same
dimensions of dehumanization from the standpoint of the perpetrator and ultimately can
lead to negative outcomes.
Vulnerability and Dehumanization. Wiener et al. (2014) argued that
dehumanization may create hostile work environments and if severe enough could
ultimately become a violation of federal law. Discrimination due to person characteristics
such as sex, sexual identity, race, or disability status can lead to legal action due to a
hostile work environment violation. The courts have ruled that a hostile work
environment is one that involves discrimination or ridicule, severe and pervasive enough
to interfere with work performance (Faragher v. City of Boca Raton, 1998; Harris v.
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Forklift, 1993). When courts evaluate the totality of the circumstances of the hostile
behavior, there are no hard and fast rules about sufficient levels of hostility, so that
judgments show a great deal of variability regarding the severity and pervasiveness
required to trigger legal liability (Wiener et al., 2014). Invariably though, a hostile
environment is one that involves dehumanizing another based on a socially defined
categorical characteristic like race or gender. However, federal law does not protect all
socially defined categories (Wiener et al., 2014). When a person engages in
dehumanization based on class membership that is not legally protected (such as exoffender status or victims of violence), it is technically not a violation of federal law.
However, if dehumanization of a protected class (i.e., based upon race or gender or
religion) rises to the level needed to pursue legal action, then that dehumanization is a
violation of civil rights law. Wiener et al. (2014) concluded that because the law uses a
narrow definition of protected dimensions and is inconsistent about the level of
dehumanization necessary to trigger legal liability, it may not sufficiently take
dehumanizing tendencies into account resulting in incomplete protections for the victims
of some forms of dehumanization.
Prior research has linked high levels of dehumanization towards women with
increased victim blame towards survivors of sexual assault (Bongiorno et al., 2013;
Morris et al. 2018; Puvia & Vaes 2013; Reimer et al., 2018; Rudman & Mescher 2012;
Vaes et al. 2011). Morris et al. (2018) found that sexual objectification and appearancefocused objectification, linked to the two dehumanization dimensions of animalistic
dehumanization and mechanistic dehumanization, respectively. Participants rated 25
uniquely human and human nature traits after viewing an image of a sexualized woman
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(i.e., described as a pornographic film actress, wearing black lingerie, and posing
provocatively), an appearance-focused woman (i.e., described as a fashion model,
dressed in a long-sleeved dress and makeup, posing demurely), or a control (i.e.,
described as a graduate student, wearing jeans and shirt, and smiling into the camera).
The researchers found that participants associated the sexually objectified woman with
animalistic dehumanization and the appearance focused woman with mechanistic
dehumanization, when they compared those connections to the ones in the control
condition. Realizing that their first experimental manipulation might have confounded
visual depiction with profession, Morris et al. (2018) (study 2) conducted a replication
using still images from video clips of the same woman which focused on her sexuality or
on her appearance. They again found that sexual objectification was associated with
animalistic dehumanization, and appearance-based objectification with mechanistic
dehumanization.
Bongiorno et al. (2013) examined dehumanization as a mediator in the
relationship between sexualized images and participants’ support for an ethical campaign
to stop sexualized advertisements. Using a sample of 96 undergraduate males, they
showed participants either sexualized advertisements for an ethical campaign or nonsexualized advertisements for the same campaign. Participants then rated the uniquely
human characteristics of the women in the advertisement. The resulting mediation model
showed that when participants viewed a sexualized advertisement, they dehumanized the
actor, which corresponded with decreased support for the ethical campaign. Bongiorno et
al. (2013) replicated these results with a mixed-gender community sample from MTurk,
again finding that dehumanization mediated the relationship between sexualized images
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and reduced campaign support. While this research on the dehumanization of women
suggests dehumanization of a vulnerable person or a person in a vulnerable situation
(such as a woman who is sexually objectified) can lead to negative outcomes, it does not
examine the underlying psychological mechanisms responsible for the outcomes.
Research by Rudman and Mescher (2012) and Loughnan et al. (2013) explicitly looked at
the underlying psychological dimensions of dehumanization in the context of sexual
assault.
Rudman and Mescher (2012) gave 210 undergraduates an Implicit Association
Test (IAT) categorizing “women” and “men” with associated terms of either “animals” or
“humans”. Participants then completed sexual measures, including rape proclivity (i.e.,
likelihood of forcing a sexual partner to do something they did not want to do) and
attitudes toward rape victims (i.e., agreement that raped women deserved it). While men
overall had higher rape proclivity scores than women, men who were faster in associating
women with animals (i.e., implicitly dehumanizing them) were even more likely to have
increased rape proclivity scores and negative attitudes towards rape victims. To bolster
their conclusions, Rudman and Mescher (2012) conducted an additional experiment, in
which 58 men completed a brief implicit association test (B-IAT) which directly assessed
implicit animalization using descriptors like paw or snout and again found that when men
implicitly associated women with animals they were more likely to support committing
sexual violence (Rudman & Mescher, 2012).
Loughnan et al. (2013) used explicit measures to similarly show that sexual
objectification led to an increase in negative attitudes towards rape victims. They
randomly assigned undergraduate students to either an objectification condition, which
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presented a woman student and waitress, pictured wearing a bikini and posing in a
sexualized manner or to a control condition in which the same woman was wearing jeans
and a t-shirt and posed in a non-sexualized manner. Participants then rated the woman’s
mind attributions (i.e., how often the woman engages in mental activities such as
planning or reasoning) and moral concern (i.e., how would you feel if you learned this
woman was treated unfairly). Finally, participants read a vignette describing an
acquaintance rape of the woman they had seen pictured. They then completed victim and
perpetrator blame scales which asked the extent to which the victim and her attacker were
responsible for the sexual encounter, measured on a 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much so)
Likert scale. As expected, participants in the objectification condition expressed lower
ratings of mind attribution, decreased moral concern, and increased victim blame
(Loughnan et al., 2013). Mediation models revealed that participants dehumanized the
objectified woman through a denial of mental states and moral concern, which ultimately
predicted increased blame attributions (Loughnan et al., 2013). Put simply, moral concern
mediated the relationship between objectification and victim blame. People who
objectified and dehumanized the woman were more likely to blame her for her own
sexual assault.
Dehumanization of more explicitly vulnerable groups can also lead to punishing
behaviors. Stevenson et al. (2015) examined attitudes towards a “stigmatized, yet
vulnerable population” (p. 177) of juvenile sex offenders, but again, did not explicitly
define what made this population vulnerable. Stevenson and colleagues predicted that
reading about juvenile sex offenders would lead people to feel moral condemnation and
disgust, predicting decreased empathy and dehumanization. They had undergraduate
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participants read a case vignette depicting a juvenile who perpetrated a sexual offense
and then asked them to rate the degree to which they supported registering the juvenile as
a sex offender, endorsed the dehumanizing belief that the defendant was a super predator
(i.e., animalistic, cold, callous, unlikely to rehabilitate), and agreed that the defendant was
a threat. Finally, participants completed emotion and sensitivity ratings of empathy and
disgust. A series of path analyses revealed that participants’ inherent disgust sensitivity
predicted a higher likelihood of rating the juvenile as a super predator, signifying
dehumanization. Super predator ratings predicted decreased empathy and increased
likelihood to favor restrictive juvenile sex offender registration laws. In summary,
participants had no trouble dehumanizing a vulnerable youth and dehumanizing him as a
super predator who they also saw as cold and animalistic.
4.3 Dehumanization Versus Empathetic Decisions
Dehumanization may work in two directions at the same time, that is, perpetrators
can dehumanize victims and victims can dehumanize their attackers to rationalize their
own behaviors (Bastian et al., 2014; 2019). By dehumanizing their victims, perpetrators
can downplay the magnitude and effects of their harmful actions (Bastian, 2019).
Dehumanizing perpetrators allows victims to believe the perpetrators’ actions are
unintentional, providing a buffer for themselves from the impact of the harmful behavior.
Making the situation even more complicated, observers can dehumanize perpetrators and
impart harsher punishments, especially when the observed action evokes moral outrage
(Bastian, 2019). For example, when asked to rate the humanity of perpetrators who had
committed a variety of crimes, participants who felt moral outrage (i.e., anger, disgust,
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and contempt) were more likely to impose a harsh sentence or punishment on the
perpetrator (see Bastian et al., 2012).
Park and Park (2015) explicitly examined these dehumanization dynamics in the
context of the target, the perpetrator, and an observer. Namely, they had undergraduate
participants either watch a ball-tossing game where one player excluded another, or a
ball-tossing game where both players participated equally (the control condition).
Participants then rated the two players on a list of 20 traits relating to human nature and
human uniqueness (i.e., active and curious, polite and thorough). Importantly for the
current project, participants also rated the excluded player’s vulnerability to exploitation
(i.e., how easily one could take advantage of the player) and stereotype content model
ratings of warmth and competence. Using a series of ANOVAs, Park and Park (2015)
found that participants rated the perpetrator higher on human nature traits than either the
perpetrator’s counterpart in the control condition or the victim. Furthermore, participants
rated the perpetrator equal in the two conditions with respect to human uniqueness traits
and rated both higher on these measures than they rated the victim. Essentially,
participants dehumanized the person who was excluded (the target) more so than they did
the person doing the excluding (the perpetrator). Interestingly, Park and Park (2015)
found the opposite pattern when it came to competence and warmth ratings. Participants
rated the excluded victim as more competent and warmer compared to the person
excluding them. Park and Park (2015) speculate that observers sought to alleviate their
discomfort with seeing another purposefully excluded by blaming the victim, subtly
denying their human qualities. However, participants also held favorable attitudes
towards the victim, showing dehumanization and favorable attitudes can co-occur.
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CHAPTER 5: CURRENT RESEARCH
Three studies examined the roles of person and context factors, dehumanization,
and empathy in understanding how people respond to vulnerable individuals in general
and then to women who have survived sexual violence. Specifically, Experiment 1
compared the differences in perceived vulnerability for different populations by exploring
how lay people interpret specific types of person, context, and systemic vulnerabilities
identified in the above literature review. Experiments 2 and 3 explored how these
different perceptions of vulnerability lead to expressions of stigma and differential
treatment in legal judgments about sexual violence (i.e., sexual assault and sex
trafficking). Prior research has demonstrated that people sometimes dehumanize
survivors of sexual assault and blame them for their own victimization (Bongiorno et al.,
2013; Morris et al. 2018; Puvia & Vaes 2013; Reimer et al., 2018; Rudman & Mescher
2012; Vaes et al. 2011). While community members sometimes punish sex trafficking
survivors for their involvement in prostitution, prior work has also found that a survivor’s
vulnerability protects against these punishing decisions (Berry & Wiener, in preparation;
Franklin & Mennaker, 2015; Wiener et al., 2021). These experiments thus further expand
this finding by examining the roles of these factors in two very different kinds of sexual
violence. That is, this work demonstrates that the context of the violence can impact
whether vulnerabilities are protective or harmful. Along the way, this project also
provides evidence for how people interpret various types of vulnerability, namely person
versus situation vulnerabilities, and to what extent providing legal guidance is helpful in
standardizing responses to different types of vulnerability. Together, these three
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experiments answer two overall research questions: 1) What makes a population
vulnerable? and 2) How do people perceive, interpret, and react to that vulnerability?
CHAPTER 6: EXPERIMENT 1
Overview
Experiment 1 compared the differences in perceived vulnerability for different
populations in a criminal context. In establishing vulnerability under the law, the court
may consider characteristics of a victim, the victim’s reaction to the criminal conduct,
and circumstances surrounding the criminal act (United States v. Peters, 1992). To
explain judgments of vulnerability, participants reviewed one of 24 groups of individuals
which systematically varied and represented four potential vulnerability factors: sex
(female vs. male), age (older: 60 years or older vs. younger: 25 years or younger vs.
control: between 26 and 59 years old), experience of poverty (yes vs. no), and experience
of sexual violence (yes vs. no). See Appendix A for a list of the 24 groups that
participants could evaluate. Participants then answered seven questions in total (see
Appendix A) about one of the groups. Modeled after Enang et al. (2019), three questions
asked about positive/strength descriptors (i.e., strength of the group) and three asked
about negative/weakness descriptors (i.e., dependency of the group). The final question
asked about the group’s overall vulnerability, intentionally leaving the definition of
vulnerability vague to allow for an analysis of whether people associate more positive
(i.e., strong, independent, socially advantaged) or negative (i.e., weak, dependent,
socially disadvantaged) characteristics with the term “vulnerability” for each of the 24
social groups which resulted from completely crossing the 4 orthogonal factors (i.e., sex,
age, poverty, and sexual violence).
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6.1 Hypotheses
The first hypothesis (H1) was that person factors (i.e., age) would result in the
highest rating of vulnerability. Specifically, I expected that both young people and old
people would be seen as more vulnerable, regardless of their gender, in accordance with
prior research on the vulnerability of youth and the elderly (Brown & Gordon, 2016;
Pimentel et al., 2015; Merrin et al., 2016; McLaughlin et al., 2020). The second
hypothesis (H2) was that the weakness rating would mediate the effects of age such that
older and younger adults would show higher weakness ratings, which in turn would
predict higher levels of vulnerability. Hayes process path analyses tested this hypothesis,
which was in line with the typical association of vulnerability with seemingly
“undesirable” traits such as weakness, dependency, or social disadvantage (Belmont
Report, 1979; Enang et al., 2019; Mattson & Geirtz, 2020).
However, a competing hypothesis followed the finding that community members
consider older people vulnerable but differ on whether that is a positive or a negative
judgment (Brown & Gordon, 2020). Therefore, the context factor of poverty and the
system factor of sexual violence should interact with age to determine weakness,
strength, and vulnerability ratings (see Park & Park, 2015). Further, sexual violence
encompasses assault and trafficking for which there are different outcomes (see Franklin
& Menaker, 2015; Loughnan et al., 2013; Rudman & Mescher 2012; Wiener et al., 2021).
Therefore, hypothesis 3 (H3) stated that those who are older and who are victims of
poverty or victims of violence will show the mediation pattern described above (see
hypothesis 2) but older people who have neither experienced poverty or sexual violence
will not show weakness or vulnerability effects.
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Next, hypothesis 4 (H4) was that gender would show main effects and
interactions with these ratings such that women would be seen as weaker and men as
stronger based upon typical gendered societal stereotypes. That is, women would invoke
stronger judgments of weakness and thus increased vulnerability while men would
invoke stronger judgments of strengths (Loughnan et al., 2013; Rudman & Mescher,
2012). This difference will be especially true for women who have experienced poverty
and/or sexual violence (hypothesis 5 – H5). These five hypotheses as well as the others
for studies 2 and 3 were preregistered on the Open Science Framework Website
(https://doi.org/10.17605/osf.io/FYD3K).
6.2 Experiment 1 Methods
Design and Participants
Experiment 1 was primarily a measurement study that used a between group
design to measure participants’ perceptions of vulnerability of various groups based on
vulnerability characteristics and outcomes identified in the literature. Participants were
community members recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk cloud research
platform. To detect a partial eta-square effect size of .025 at 99% power for higher order
interactions with 1 degree of freedom in the numerator, the design required 624
participants (about 26 per scenario). Six-hundred and ninety-six individuals opened the
survey, but 40 did not provide any meaningful data (i.e., they opened and closed the
survey and did not provide answers to any questions other than the informed consent).
Nineteen participants were removed for completing the survey in an impossible amount
of time, that is less than 1 minute. Participants received $0.50 for their completion, which
took on average 3.62 minutes (standard deviation = 3.62).
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The final number of participants was 637. Of those 637 participants, 502 (78.8%)
self-identified their race and ethnicity as White, 56 (8.8%) as Black or African American,
48 (7.5%) as Asian or Pacific Islander, 35 (5.5%) as Latnix, 5 (0.8%) as Middle Eastern,
20 (3.1%) as Native American or American Indian, and. Six (0.9%) self-identified their
race or ethnicity as something different than the listed race/ethnicities. Most participants
were assigned female at birth (n = 375, 58.9%) and the majority identified as women
when taking the survey (n = 367, 57.6%). In addition, 173 (27.2%) had experienced
sexual violence themselves and 229 (35.9%) had known a friend or family member to
experience sexual violence.
Procedure and Measures
Participants received a Qualtrics link to complete the informed consent and then
reviewed one of the 24 social groups. The literature above defines each of these social
groups as a descriptive collection of vulnerability factors (i.e., gender, age, poverty, and
sexual violence experience). Participants answered in randomized order, “How weak
(dependent) (socially disadvantaged) is the group?” (Negative descriptors) on a 1 (very
much not) to 11 (very much so) Likert-type scales (Enang et al., 2019). They answered
the same questions with strength descriptors (strong/independent/socially advantaged)
(Enang et al., 2019). Two subscales were created, one for strength descriptors (alpha =
.77, M = 6.49, SD = 2.59, skew = -.52, kurtosis = -.69) and one for weakness descriptors
(alpha = .77, M = 6.32, SD = 2.70, skew = -.01, kurtosis = -.68). Participants then
answered a general vulnerability measure, asking, “how vulnerable is this group?”, on a 1
(very certain this group is not vulnerable) to 11 (very certain this group is vulnerable)
Likert scale (M = 7.12, SD = 2.89, range = 1 to 11, skew = -.01, kurtosis = -.68).
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Participants finally completed a basic demographic questionnaire (used in all three
experiments, presented in Appendix D). Following the debriefing (see Appendix D),
participants received $0.50 for completing the survey.
6.3 Experiment 1 Results
Overview
The results section below begins with an analysis of the manipulation checks for
the experimental factors. Next, a between subjects MANOVA and follow-up ANOVA
analyses tested the effects of gender, age, poverty, and sexual violence on weakness,
strength, and vulnerability ratings. Finally, a series of mediation and moderated
mediation models using weakness and strength ratings as potential mediators further
explores the interactions of the experimental factors on ratings of vulnerability.
Manipulation Checks
Age. Participants in the young adult condition correctly identified the age of the
social group they rated 94.5% of the time overall, participants in the adult condition
correctly identified their group’s age 96.2% of the time, and participants in the older adult
condition correctly identified the age of the social group 86.5% of the time.
Gender. Participants struggled slightly to identify the gender of the social group
they rated, with 62.4% in the male condition correctly identifying the gender of the social
group, and 65.9% in the female condition correctly identifying the group’s gender.
Poverty. In identifying if the social group experienced poverty, participants
correctly identified the group as experiencing poverty 96.6% of the time, and correctly
identified them as not experiencing poverty 87.2% of the time.
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Sexual Violence. Participants correctly identified the group as experiencing
sexual violence 88.4% of the time, and correctly identifying them as not experiencing
sexual violence 89.9% of the time.
In summary, participants were able to correctly identify the manipulations that
made up the described social groups apart from gender. The analyses to follow did not
drop participants based on incorrect responses on the manipulation checks because doing
so would have compromised the random assignment and threaten the internal validity of
the design (Reichardt, 2011; Shadish et al., 2002; Wiener et al., 2021). All decisions
about the final sample were made before any of the following analyses were conducted.
MANOVA
The main analysis consisted of a 2 (gender) x 3 (age) x 2 (poverty experience) x 2
(sexual violence experience) between subjects MANOVA on the weakness and strength
subscales, as well as the rating of overall vulnerability. As Table 6.1 shows, there were
multivariate main effects for age, gender, poverty, and sexual violence. There were also
two-way multivariate interactions of age by gender, age by poverty, and poverty by
sexual violence. Finally, there was a three-way multivariate interaction of age by gender
by poverty.
Table 6.1
Multivariate Analysis of Variance Results for Age, Gender, Poverty, and Sexual Violence
on Strength, Weakness, and Vulnerability Ratings
Effect

λ

F-value

df

p

ηp2

Age

.02

2.32

6, 1224

.03

.01

Gender

.02

3.82

3, 611

.01

.02

49
Poverty (Pov.)

.39

128.58

3, 611

< .001

.39

Sex Violence (S.V.)

.13

30.03

3, 611

< .001

.13

Age * Gender

.03

2.69

6, 1224

.01

.01

Age * Pov.

.02

2.37

6, 1224

.03

.01

Age * S.V.

.003

.39

6, 1224

.89

.002

Gender * Pov.

.004

.88

3, 611

.45

.004

Gender * S.V.

.04

.53

3, 611

.66

.003

Pov. * S.V.

.02

9.05

3, 611

< .001

.04

Age * Gender * Pov.

.02

2.25

6, 1224

.04

.01

Age * Gender * S.V.

.02

1.93

6, 1224

.07

.01

Age * Pov. * S.V.

.01

1.04

6, 1224

.40

.01

Gender * Pov. * S.V.

.01

1.35

3, 611

.26

.01

Age * Gender * Pov. * S.V.

.02

1.50

6, 1224

.18

.01

Univariate Analyses and Post-hoc Follow-up Tests
ANOVA analyses using a series of 2 (gender) x 3 (age vulnerability) x 2 (poverty
vulnerability) x 2 (sexual violence vulnerability) between-subjects models and post-hoc
tests served as follow-up tests to the multivariate results.
Age. First, there was a main effect for age on the strength subscale, F (2, 613) =
4.52, p = .011, ηp2= .02. Post-hoc tests showed participants rated older adults as stronger
(M = 6.87, SD = 2.67) than both younger adults (M = 6.28, SD = 2.29), t(423) = -2.46, p
= .01, d = -.24, CId = -.43 – -.05, and adults (M = 6.35, SD = 2.77), t(418) = -1.97, p =
.03, d = -.19, CId = -.38 – -.01. There were no differences between younger adults (M =
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6.28, SD = 2.29) and adults (M = 6.35, SD = 2.77), t(427) = -.28, p = .39, d = -.03, CId = .22 –.16.
Gender. There was a significant main effect for gender on the vulnerability scale,
F (1, 613) = 10.84, p = .001, ηp2= .02, such that women were seen as more vulnerable (M
= 7.47) than men (M = 6.79), t(635) = -3.01, p < .001, d = -.24, CId = -.39 – -.08.
Poverty. There were main effects for poverty on weakness and strength ratings, F
(1, 613) = 279.29, p < .001, ηp2 = .31, and F (1, 613) = 215.47, p < .001, ηp2 = .26,
respectively. Additionally, there was a main effect for poverty on vulnerability ratings, F
(1, 613) = 236.32, p < .001, ηp2 = .28. Table 6.2 shows that someone experiencing
poverty is seen as more vulnerable, weaker, and less strong than someone not
experiencing poverty.
Table 6.2
Post-Hoc Means and Comparisons for Poverty on Ratings of Overall Vulnerability,
Weakness, and Poverty

M

SD

Mean
Difference

p

95% CI
Diff Lower
Bound

95% CI
Diff Upper
Bound

Vulnerability
No Poverty
Experience

5.69

2.85

-2.79

< .001

-3.15

-2.44

Poverty
Experience

8.49

2.19

2.79

< .001

2.44

3.15

< .001

-3.23

-2.55

Weakness
No Poverty
Experience

4.85

2.37

-2.89

51

Poverty
Experience

7.74

2.18

2.89

< .001

2.55

3.23

Strength
No Poverty
Experience

7.80

2.19

2.56

< .001

2.22

2.90

Poverty
Experience

5.24

2.33

-2.56

< .001

-2.90

-2.22

Sexual Violence. Just as with poverty, there were sexual violence main effects on
ratings of weakness, F (1, 613) = 35.96, p < .001, ηp2= .06, strength, F (1, 613) = 13.65, p
< .001, ηp2= .02, and vulnerability, F (1, 613) = 90.12, p < .001, ηp2= .13. Table 6.3
similarly shows that someone experiencing sexual violence is seen as more vulnerable,
weaker, and less strong than someone not experiencing sexual violence.
Table 6.3
Post-Hoc Means and Comparisons for Sexual Violence on Ratings of Overall
Vulnerability, Weakness, and Poverty

M

SD

Mean
Difference

p

95% CI
Diff Lower
Bound

95% CI
Diff Upper
Bound

Vulnerability
No Sexual
Violence
Experience

6.23

2.99

-1.73

< .001

-2.08

-1.37

Sexual
Violence
Experience

7.95

2.49

1.73

< .001

1.37

2.08
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Weakness
No Sexual
Violence
Experience

5.78

2.77

-1.04

< .001

-1.38

-.70

Sexual
Violence
Experience

6.82

2.52

1.04

< .001

.70

1.38

Strength
No Sexual
Violence
Experience

6.84

2.66

.64

< .001

.30

.99

Sexual
Violence
Experience

6.20

2.49

-.64

< .001

-.99

-.30

Age by Gender. An age by gender interaction emerged on the vulnerability scale,
F (1, 613) = 5.40, p = .01, ηp2 = .02. Younger females were seen as more vulnerable (M
= 7.74) than younger males (M = 6.81), F(1, 613) = 9.13, p = .003, and older females
were more vulnerable (M = 7.41) than older males (M = 6.31), F(1, 613) = 11.95, p <
.001. There were no significant gender differences between the middle-aged group of
males (M = 7.27) versus females (M = 7.03), F(1, 613) = .59, p = .44.
Age by Poverty. An age by poverty interaction on the strength subscale, F (2,
613) = 6.01, p = .003, ηp2 = .02, showed effects for age for both those not experiencing
poverty, F (2, 311) = 6.58, p = .002, ηp2 = .04, and for those who were experiencing
poverty, F (2, 320) = 4.17, p = .02, ηp2 = .03. Follow-up t-tests in Table 6.4 show for
those not experiencing poverty, there were differences in strength ratings between young
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adults and adults, and between young adults and older adults. Young adults not
experiencing poverty were rated as less strong (M = 7.18) than both adults (M = 8.05) and
older adults (M = 8.15). There were no differences between adults and older adults who
were not experiencing poverty. For those who were experiencing poverty, Table 6.4
shows differences in strength ratings between young adults and adults, and between
adults and older adults. Adults who were experiencing poverty were rated as the least
strong (M = 4.73) compared to both young adults (M = 5.38) and older adults (M = 5.61).
There were no differences in strength ratings between young adults and older adults who
were experiencing poverty.
Table 6.4
Follow-up Independent t-tests for the Interaction of Age by Poverty on Strength Ratings
No Poverty Experience
Young
Adults
M (sd)
7.18
(2.00)

Adults
M (sd)
8.05
(2.14)

Older
Adults
M (sd)
8.15
(2.29)

Univariate Effects
Comparison

tvalue

Adults
M (sd)
4.73
(2.29)

Older
Adults
M (sd)
5.61
(2.41)

p

d

CId

Young vs.
Adult.

-3.05

209 <.001

.42

[-.69 – .15]

Young vs.
Older.

-3.29

209 <.001

.45

[-.78 – .18]

Adult. vs.
Older.

-.34

204

.05

[-.05 –
.23]

Poverty Experience
Young
Adults
M (sd)
5.38
(2.22)

df

.37

Univariate Effects
Comparison
Young vs.
Adult.

tvalue

df

p

d

CId

2.11

216

.02

.29

[.02 –
.55]

54
Young vs.
Older.

-.73

212

.23

.10

[-.37 –
.17]

Adult. vs.
Older.

-2.72

212

.004

.37

[-.64 – .10]

Poverty by Sexual Violence. There were three two-way interactions of poverty
and sexual violence, one on each outcome variable.
The first follow-up analysis shown in Table 6.5 tested the simple effects for the
poverty by sexual violence interaction on the weakness subscale, F (1, 613) = 14.21, p <
.001, ηp2= .02, by examining the effect of poverty for individuals portrayed as not having
experienced sexual violence and found participants rated those experiencing poverty as
weaker (M = 7.56) than those not experiencing poverty (M = 3.99). Similarly, for those
who had experienced sexual violence, the effect of poverty led to higher ratings of
weakness (M = 7.94) as compared to those not experiencing poverty (M = 5.69). In
summary, Table 6.5 shows that participants rated the individual not experiencing poverty
as less weak regardless of their experience of sexual violence, and someone experiencing
neither poverty nor sexual violence as the least weak. Someone experiencing both sexual
violence and poverty was rated as weakest.
Table 6.5
Follow-up Independent t-tests for the Interaction of Poverty by Sexual Violence on
Weakness Ratings
No Sexual Violence Experience

Univariate Effects

No Poverty
Experience
M (sd)

Poverty
Experience
M(sd)

Comparison

tvalue

df

p

d

3.99
(2.06)

7.56
(2.19)

No Poverty
vs. Poverty

316 <.001
14.95
1.68

CId

[-1.93 –
-1.42]
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Sexual Violence Experience

Univariate Effects

No Poverty
Experience
M (sd)

Poverty
Experience
M(sd)

Comparison

5.69
(2.35)

7.94
(2.17)

No Poverty
vs. Poverty

tvalue

df

p

d

CId

[-1.22 –
-.76]

-8.86 317 <.001 -.99

The second follow-up analysis pertaining to the poverty by sexual violence
interaction for strength, F (1, 613) = 9.99, p = .002, ηp2 = .02, shown in Table 6.6 again
examined the effect of poverty for individuals portrayed as not having experienced sexual
violence and found participants rated those not experiencing poverty as stronger (M =
8.40) than those experiencing poverty (M = 5.28). Similarly, for those who had
experienced sexual violence, the effect of poverty led to lower ratings of strength (M =
5.19) as compared to those who were experiencing poverty (M = 7.17). In summary
participants rated someone experiencing neither poverty nor sexual violence as strongest,
and someone experiencing both poverty and sexual violence as the least strong.
Table 6.6
Follow-up Independent t-tests for the Interaction of Poverty by Sexual Violence on Strength
Ratings
No Sexual Violence Experience

Univariate Effects

No Poverty
Experience
M (sd)

Poverty
Experience
M (sd)

Comparison

8.40
(1.91)

5.28
(2.38)

No Poverty
vs. Poverty

tvalue

Poverty
Experience

p

d

12.95 304.77 <.001 1.45

Sexual Violence Experience
No Poverty
Experience

df

CId
[1.20
–
1.69]

Univariate Effects
Comparison

tvalue

df

p

d

CId
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M (sd)

M (sd)

7.17
(2.28)

5.19
(2.29)

No Poverty
vs. Poverty

7.73

317

<.001

.87

[.64 –
1.09]

The final follow-up analysis was the poverty by sexual violence interaction on
vulnerability, F (1, 613) = 24.45, p < .001, ηp2= .04, shown in Table 6.7, which examined
the effect of poverty for individuals portrayed as not having experienced sexual violence
and found participants rated those also experiencing poverty as more vulnerable (M =
8.06) than those not experiencing poverty (M = 4.38). Similarly, for those who had
experienced sexual violence, the effect of poverty led to higher ratings of vulnerability
(M = 8.91) as compared to those who were not also experiencing poverty (M = 7.04).
Thus, participants perceived an individual experiencing neither sexual violence nor
poverty as least vulnerable and someone experiencing both sexual violence and poverty
as most vulnerable.
Table 6.7
Follow-up Independent t-tests for the Interaction of Poverty by Sexual Violence on
Vulnerability Ratings
No Sexual Violence Experience

Univariate Effects

No Poverty
Experience
M (sd)

Poverty
Experience
M (sd)

Comparison

tvalue

4.38
(2.57)

8.06
(2.15)

No Poverty
vs. Poverty

303.85 <.001
13.85
1.56

Sexual Violence Experience
No Poverty
Experience
M (sd)

Poverty
Experience
M (sd)

df

p

d

CId
[-1.81
–
-1.30]

Univariate Effects
Comparison

tvalue

df

p

d

CId
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7.04
(2.47)

8.91
(2.15)

No Poverty
vs. Poverty

-7.19 308.18 <.001
.81

[-1.04
–
-.58]

Age by Gender by Sexual Violence. An age, gender, and sexual violence
interaction also emerged on vulnerability, F (2, 613) = 4.16, p = .02, ηp2= .014. Splitting
the file on gender and sexual violence status allowed for simple effect tests for the threeway interaction. As Table 6.8 shows, the effect for age was significant only in the male sexual violence condition. Follow-up t-tests shown in Table 6.9 show that when reading
about males who experienced sexual violence, participants rated older males as less
vulnerable (M = 6.90) than both young males (M = 8.17) and adult males (M = 8.06).
There were no differences between young males experiencing sexual violence and adult
males experiencing sexual violence. As Figure 6.1 shows, when males experiencing
sexual violence are older, participants rate them as less vulnerable.
Table 6.8
Analysis of Variance Results for the Effect of Age on Vulnerability for each Gender and
Sexual Violence Condition.
Effect of Age
Condition
Male, No Sexual Violence
Male, Sexual Violence
Female, No Sexual Violence
Female, Sexual Violence

4

F

df

p

ηp2

1.44

2, 163

.24

.02

3.85

2, 154

.02

.05

1.17

2, 149

.31

.02

.90

2, 159

.41

.01

The age by gender by sexual violence interaction approached significance in the multivariate model (p =
.07)
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Table 6.9
Follow-up Independent t-tests for the Effect of Age on Vulnerability Ratings for Males who
Were Experiencing Sexual Violence
Males, Experiencing Sexual
Violence
Young
Adults
M (sd)
8.17
(2.22)

Adults
M (sd)
8.06
(2.38)

Older
Adults
M (sd)
6.90
(3.05)

Univariate Effects
Comparison
Young vs.
Adult.
Young vs.
Older.
Adult. vs.
Older.

tvalue

df

p

d

.24

104

.40

.05

2.42

91

.01

.48

94.44 .02

.42

2.14

CId
[-.33 –
.43]
[.09 –
.86]
[.03 –
.81]

Figure 6.1
Simple effects of age on vulnerability ratings for males experiencing sexual violence.

Age by Gender by Poverty. Finally, there was a three-way interaction of age,
gender, and poverty on vulnerability, F (2, 613) = 3.62, p = .03, ηp2= .01. Splitting the
file on gender and poverty status allowed for simple effect tests for the three-way
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interaction. First, Table 6.10 shows the effect for age was significant in both the male –
poverty condition and in the female – no poverty condition. Follow-up t-tests in Table
6.11 show participants rated adult males experiencing poverty as more vulnerable (M =
8.74) than older adult males experiencing poverty (M = 7.57). There were no effects for
young males experiencing poverty compared to either adult or older adults. As Figure 6.2
shows, when males experiencing poverty are older, participants rate them as less
vulnerable.
Table 6.10
Analysis of Variance Results for the Effect of Age on Vulnerability for each Gender and
Poverty Condition.

Effect of Age
Condition

F

df

p

ηp2

.78

2, 157

.46

.01

3.60

2, 160

.03

.04

4.71

2, 151

.01

.06

1.22

2, 157

.30

.02

Male, No Poverty
Male, Poverty
Female, No Poverty
Female, Poverty

Table 6.11
Follow-up Independent t-Tests for the Effect of Age on Vulnerability Ratings for Males
who Were Experiencing Poverty
Males, Experiencing Poverty
Young
Adults
M (sd)

Adults
M (sd)

Older
Adults
M (sd)

Univariate Effects
Comparison

tvalue

df

p

d

CId

60
8.32
(2.27)

8.74
(1.93)

7.57
(2.63)

Young vs.
Adult.

-1.04

108

.15

.20

[-.57 –
.18]

Young vs.
Older.

1.61

107

.06

.31

[-.07 –
.69]

Adult. vs.
Older.

2.64

95.52 .01

.51

[.12 –
.89]

Figure 6.2
Simple effects of age on vulnerability ratings for males experiencing poverty.

Next, Table 6.12 shows that participants rated the social group as more vulnerable
when the individual was a young female not experiencing poverty (M = 6.96), as
compared to when the group was an adult female (M = 5.48) or older female (M = 5.82)
not experiencing poverty. There were no differences between adult and older adult
females not experiencing poverty. Figure 6.3 shows when females not experiencing
poverty are younger, participants rate them as more vulnerable.
Table 6.12
Follow-up Independent t-tests for the Effect of Age on Vulnerability Ratings for Females
who Were Not Experiencing Poverty
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Female, Not Experiencing
Poverty

Univariate Effects

Young
Adults
M (sd)

Adults
M (sd)

Older
Adults
M (sd)

Comparison

tvalue

df

6.96
(2.58)

5.48
(2.39)

5.82
(2.85)

p

d

CId

Young vs.
Adult.

3.06

101

.001 .60

[.21 –
.99]

Young vs.
Older.

2.16

104

.02

.42

[.03 –
.80]

Adult. vs.
Older.

-.69

97

.25

.14

[-.53 –
.26]

Figure 6.3
Simple effects of age on vulnerability ratings for females not experiencing poverty.
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In summary, the effect of age emerged differently depending on the gender and
poverty status of the social group. That is, older males experiencing poverty were less
vulnerable than younger and adult males experiencing poverty, but younger females not
experiencing poverty were more vulnerable than adult and older adult females not
experiencing poverty.
Mediation Models
To further explore the role of the independent variables on vulnerability ratings, a
series of Hayes PROCESS (2018) model 4 mediation models tested whether weakness
and strength ratings predicted the extent to which participants saw different social groups
as vulnerable.
Age. Table 6.13 displays the results of the Model 4 program examining the
mediation of strength5 as a potential mediator for the effect of age on vulnerability. First,
there was a significant direct effect for young individuals compared to older individuals
on strength ratings. Also, there was a significant direct effect of strength on the
vulnerability outcome variable. The only evidence of mediation occurred for the young to
old comparison. Specially, as displayed in Figure 6.4, participants rated older people as
stronger than younger people, which in turn predicted lower ratings of vulnerability for
older people. Perceptions of strength completely mediated the effect of age on ratings of
vulnerability.

5

Weakness was not included as a potential mediator because there were no significant univariate effects of
age on weakness ratings.
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Table 6.13
Results of the Mediation Analysis for Participants’ Vulnerability Ratings as a function of
Age and Strength Ratings
Predictor

β

S.E.

t(634)

p

95% CI β

Main Effects on Strength
Young v. Adult

.07

.25

.28

.78

-.42 – .56

Young v. Old

.59

.25

2.37

.02

.10 – 1.09

Direct Effects on Vulnerability

Young v. Adult

-.05

.24

-.20

.85

-.51 – .42

Young v. Old

-.02

.24

-.10

.92

-.49 – .44

Strength

-.60

.04

-16.15

< .001

-.68 – -.53

Vulnerability (Indirect Mediation Effects) *
Young v. Adult

-.05

.15

*****

ns

-.34 – .25

Young v. Old

-.36

.15

*****

<.05

-.67 – -.07

*Standard Errors are estimated with bootstraps and confidence intervals replace t-test
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Figure 6.4
Path analysis showing strength linking vulnerability ratings and social group age

Gender. There were no univariate effects for gender on weakness or strength, and
no evidence of mediation for either on the relationship between gender and vulnerability.
Poverty. Table 6.14 displays the results of the Model 4 programming examining
the potential mediation of weakness6 for those experiencing poverty on vulnerability
ratings. First, there was a significant direct effect of poverty on weakness ratings. Also,
there was a significant effect of weakness on vulnerability ratings. Finally, there was
evidence of mediation on the relationship of poverty and vulnerability ratings.
Specifically, as displayed in Figure 6.5, participants rated those experiencing poverty as
higher in weakness, which resulted in increased vulnerability ratings. This was partial
mediation because the direct effect of poverty on vulnerability remained significant after
accounting for the mediational effect of weakness.

6

Strength was not included as a potential mediator because there were no significant univariate effects of
poverty on strength ratings.
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Table 6.14
Results of the Mediation Analysis for Participants’ Vulnerability Ratings as a function of
Poverty and Weakness Ratings
Predictor

β

S.E.

t(635)

p

95% CI β

< .001

2.55 – 3.26

Main Effect on Weakness
Poverty

2.90

.18

16.11

Direct Effects on Vulnerability
Poverty

.73

.18

3.95

< .001

.37 – 1.09

Weakness

.70

.03

20.54

< .001

.64 – .77

Vulnerability (Indirect Mediation Effects) *
Weakness

2.05

.18

*****

<.05

1.71 – 2.42

*Standard Errors are estimated with bootstraps and confidence intervals replace t-test
Figure 6.5
Path analysis showing weakness linking vulnerability ratings and poverty experience
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Sexual Violence. Table 6.15 displays the results of the Model 4 programming
examining the potential mediation of weakness and strength for those experiencing
sexual violence on vulnerability ratings. First, there were significant direct effects of
sexual violence on both strength and weakness ratings. Also, there were significant
effects of strength and weakness on vulnerability ratings. Finally, there was evidence of
mediation by both strength on weakness on the relationship between sexual violence
experience and vulnerability ratings. As Figure 6.6 shows, participants rated those
experiencing sexual violence as lower in strength, which resulted in increased
vulnerability ratings. Participants rated those experiencing sexual violence as higher in
weakness, also resulting in increased vulnerability ratings. Again, this was partial
mediation because the direct effect of experiencing sexual violence on vulnerability
remained significant after accounting for the mediational effects of both increasing
weakness and lowering strength. Thus, experiencing sexual violence likely influences
other mediators that also increase perceived vulnerability.
Table 6.15
Results of the Mediation Analysis for Participants’ Vulnerability Ratings as a function of
Sexual Violence on Strength and Weakness Ratings
Predictor

β

S.E.

t(635)

p

95% CI β

< .001

.62 – 1.45

Main Effect on Weakness

Sex Violence

1.04

.21

4.93

Main Effect on Strength
-.66

.20

-3.21

.001
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Sex Violence

-1.06 – -.26
Direct Effects on Vulnerability

Sex Violence

.96

.15

6.28

< .001

.66 – 1.25

Weakness

.63

.03

18.48

< .001

.56 – .70

Strength

-.21

.04

-5.83

< .001

-.27 – -.14

Vulnerability (Indirect Mediation Effects) *
Weakness

.65

.14

*****

<.05

.39 – .93

Strength

.13

.05

*****

<.05

.05 – .24

*Standard Errors are estimated with bootstraps and confidence intervals replace t-test
Figure 6.6
Path analysis showing weakness and strength linking vulnerability ratings and sexual
violence experience
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Moderated Mediation Models
Two Hayes PROCESS (2018) model 7 analyses expanded the mediation models
above to test the moderating effects of sexual violence and poverty on the mediated
relationships of strength, weakness, age, and gender.
First, Table 6.16 displays the results of the Hayes Process (2018), Model 7
program testing the moderated mediation for weakness and strength for those
experiencing sexual violence and experiencing poverty. Table 6.16 shows a significant
direct effect of poverty on both strength and weakness. There were also significant direct
effects of weakness and strength on vulnerability. Additionally, there was evidence of
mediation for both weakness and strength ratings. Most importantly, there was a
significant index of moderated mediation for both mediators. Table 6.16 shows that the
mediated effect of strength on perceptions of vulnerability under conditions of poverty
was stronger when the target experienced no sexual violence (as opposed to the
experience of sexual violence -- .58 vs. .36). Similarly, the mediated effect of weakness
was stronger when the target experienced no sexual violence (as opposed to the
experience of sexual violence -- .2.24 vs. .1.41). Still under both sexual violence
conditions, both strength and weakness were significant mediators of the path from
poverty to vulnerability. Figure 6.7 displays these results. In summary, participants rated
those experiencing poverty as significantly lower in strength and significantly higher in
weakness regardless of whether or not they had experienced sexual violence, but the
relationship was stronger without the experience of sexual violence.
Table 6.16
Results of the Moderated Mediation Analysis for Participants’ Vulnerability Ratings as a
function of Poverty and Sexual Violence on Strength and Weakness Ratings
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Predictor

β

S.E.

t(633)

p

95% CI β

Main Effects on Strength
Poverty

-4.27

.56

-7.67

< .001

-5.37 – -3.18

Sex Violence

-2.38

.56

-4.26

< .001

-3.48 – -1.28

Poverty x Sex Violence

1.15

.35

3.26

.001

.46 – 1.84

Main Effects on Weakness
Poverty

4.89

.55

8.89

< .001

3.81 – 5.97

Sex Violence

3.03

.55

5.49

< .001

1.94 – 4.11

Poverty x Sex Violence

-1.33

.35

-3.81

.002

-2.01 – -.64

Direct Effects on Vulnerability

Poverty

.49

.19

2.57

.01

.12 – .85

Sex Violence

-.18

.04

-4.92

< .001

-.26 - -.11

Poverty x Sex Violence

.63

.04

16.92

< .001

.56 – .71

Vulnerability (Indirect Moderated Mediation Effects) *
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Strength Index of
Moderated Mediation

-.21

.08

*****

<.05

-.39 – -.08

No sexual violence

.58

.14

*****

<.05

.31 - .87

Sexual violence

.36

.10

*****

<.05

.18 - .56

-.83

.23

*****

<.05

-1.03 – -.40

No sexual violence

2.24

.22

*****

<.05

1.82 – 2.69

Sexual violence

1.41

.19

*****

<.05

1.05 – 1.80

Weakness Index of
Moderated Mediation

*Standard Errors are estimated with bootstraps and confidence intervals replace t-test
Figure 6.7
Path analysis showing sexual violence moderates the mediation of weakness and strength
on the relationship between poverty and vulnerability.

Table 6.17 displays the results of the Hayes Process (2018), Model 7 program
testing the moderating effect of poverty on the mediation of strength on the relationship
between age and vulnerability. Table 6.17 first shows significant main effects of age on
strength for both comparisons of young to adult individuals and young to old individuals.
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There was also a significant main effect of poverty on strength as well as a significant
interaction between the comparison of young versus adult ages and poverty. While there
was a direct effect of strength on vulnerability, there were no direct effects for either the
age comparisons (i.e., young vs. adult or young vs. old). Also, there was a direct effect of
strength on vulnerability. Finally, the moderated mediation analyses only showed
mediation effects of strength for the young age to adult age comparison. Those who read
about an adult (as compared to a young person) perceived increased strength, which
significantly decreased perceptions of vulnerability when the adult was not in poverty (.52). However, this effect reversed when the adult was in poverty so that for adults in
poverty strength actually increased perceptions of vulnerability (.39). Figure 6.8
illustrates these effects.
Table 6.17
Results of the Moderated Mediation Analysis for Participants’ Vulnerability Ratings as a
function of Poverty and Age on Strength and Weakness Ratings
Predictor

β

S.E.

t(631)

p

95% CI β

Main Effects on Strength
Young v. Adult

2.38

.68

3.48

< .001

1.04 – -3.73

Young v. Old

1.72

.69

2.50

.01

.37 – 3.06

Poverty

-1.80

.30

-5.95

< .001

-2.40 – -1.21

Young v. Adult * Poverty

-1.52

.43

-3.52

< .001

-2.36 – -.67

-.74

.43

-1.72

.09

Young v. Old * Poverty

-1.59 – .11
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Direct Effects on Vulnerability
Young v. Adult

-.05

.23

-.20

.85

-.51– .41

Young v. Old

-.02

.24

-.10

.92

-.49 - .44

Strength

-.60

.04

-16.15

< .001

-.68 – -.53

Vulnerability (Indirect Moderated Mediation Effects) *
Young v. Adult
No poverty
Poverty

Young v. Old
No poverty
Poverty

.91

.27

*****

<.05

.42 – 1.46

-.52

.18

*****

<.05

-.89 - -.18

.39

.19

*****

<.05

.03 - .76

.45

.26

*****

ns

-.04 – .99

-.59

.19

*****

<.05

-.96 – -.23

-.14

.19

*****

ns

-.49 – .23

*Standard Errors are estimated with bootstraps and confidence intervals replace t-test
Figure 6.8
Path analysis showing poverty moderates the mediation of strength on the relationship
between age and vulnerability.
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6.4 Experiment 1 Discussion
Experiment 1 tested the differences in perceived vulnerability for different
populations by exploring how lay people interpret specific types of person, context, and
systemic vulnerabilities. Results revealed that participants’ perceptions of vulnerability of
24 various social groups may be based on a different pattern of vulnerability
characteristics and outcomes than initially hypothesized.
Experiment 1 tested the differences in perceived vulnerability for different
populations by exploring how lay people interpret specific types of person, context, and
systemic vulnerabilities. Results revealed that participants’ perceptions of vulnerability of
24 various social groups may be based on a different pattern of vulnerability
characteristics and outcomes than initially hypothesized.
First, H1 hypothesized that age would impact vulnerability ratings in that both
young and old adults would be seen as most vulnerable. While there was a main effect for
age, participants who read about older adults found them to show greater strength than
both levels of younger adults. However, age interacted with gender and poverty to
influence vulnerability perceptions. That is, younger females were seen as more
vulnerable than younger males and older females were more vulnerable than older males.
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Poverty also contributed to these perceptions with younger females not experiencing
poverty rated as more vulnerable than both adult females and older adult females not
experiencing poverty. H1 is thus partially supported, as age did have an impact on ratings
of vulnerability for young adults, although it acted primarily as a moderator on the effects
of gender and poverty.
Further, it was initially hypothesized that weakness would mediate the
relationship between age and vulnerability (H2). However, contrary to H2, weakness did
not mediate the effect of age on vulnerability. In fact, strength emerged as a mediator.
Participants rated older adults as stronger, and in turn, less vulnerable, the opposite
direction of what H2 predicted. H2 was therefore not supported. The general discussion
section takes up this surprising finding at greater length. H3 presented the competing
hypothesis to H2, namely that poverty and/or sexual violence would moderate the
mediation of weakness on the relationship between age and vulnerability ratings. The
hypothesized moderated mediation occurred, but the moderated mediation analyses only
showed mediation effects of strength for the young age to adult age comparison. Those
who read about an adult (as compared to a young person) perceived increased strength,
which significantly decreased perceptions of vulnerability when the adult was not in
poverty. However, this effect reversed when the adult was in poverty. The general
discussion section also takes up this surprising finding at greater length. Because these
effects only involved the comparison young adults to adults and not older adults and
strength instead of weakness, H3 was unsupported. Because H2 and H3 were both
unsupported, the results did not provide an explanation for age and its relationship to
perceptions of vulnerability but did suggest that due to the partial support of H1 and H4,
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gender and age together alongside the systemic factors may explain perceptions of
vulnerability.
There was a main effect of gender on vulnerability as H4 predicted. Women were
seen as more vulnerable in line with societal stereotypes. However, there was no
corresponding effect of gender on weakness ratings, therefore only partially supporting
H4. There was no support for the gender-based mediation and moderated mediation
models predicted by H5.
Interestingly, experiences of poverty and experiences of sexual violence
consistently revealed effects on all three dependent variables – weakness, strength, and
vulnerability. Participants rated someone experiencing poverty or sexual violence as
more vulnerable, weaker, and less strong. Poverty and sexual violence even interacted
with each other, resulting in a moderated mediation model in which participants rated
those experiencing poverty as significantly lower in strength and significantly higher in
weakness regardless of whether or not they had experienced sexual violence, but the
relationship was stronger without the experience of sexual violence. Based on these
results, poverty and sexual violence appear to be the strongest predictors of how
individuals conceptualize vulnerability. The general discussion section takes up this, the
major finding in Experiment 1, at greater length.
CHAPTER 7: EXPERIMENT 2
Overview
The purpose of Experiment 2 was to explore how different perceptions of
vulnerability lead to negative or harmful legal judgment outcomes for female victims of
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sexual violence 7. The measures reflected both victim and perpetrator perspectives to
determine if perceptions of vulnerability impacted judgments about punishment for the
perpetrator and victim blame for the survivor. Participants read a vignette depicting a sex
trafficking scenario based on vignettes that Wiener et al. (2021) and Berry and Wiener (in
preparation) administered. The vignette manipulated the victim’s vulnerability status
describing her as having person vulnerabilities, situation/context vulnerabilities, or no
mention of vulnerabilities. When making legal judgment outcomes, participants also read
the relevant legal definition and punishment for sex trafficking. The second manipulation
was the availability of vulnerable enhancement punishment. The law of the case either
presented a vulnerable victim enhancement instruction8 for punishment or not (as in the
sentencing guidelines of 18 U.S.C.S. Appx § 3A1.1). That is, it stated that if the
perpetrator knew or should have known the victim was vulnerable, he is subject to a
harsher punishment. This description also detailed the various factors that empirical
research has shown to affect vulnerability.
7.1 Hypotheses
The central hypothesis for survivors of sex trafficking is that vulnerabilities will
be protective against victim blame and harmful legal outcomes in line with Berry and
Wiener’s (in preparation) and Wiener et al.’s (2021) findings that vulnerability was
protective against negative judgments and punishments. That is, vulnerabilities will

7

While sexual violence affects both men and women, this dissertation examines only women because
females report the highest incidence of sexual violence. Eighty percent of adult trafficking victims are
female (Polaris Project, National Human Trafficking Hotline, 2018) and 90% of adult rape victims are
female (Department of Justice, 2000).
8
The vulnerability enhancement instruction is referenced throughout this manuscript as an instruction, with
the purpose of explaining to participants how vulnerability can be applied to punishment. However, the
authors acknowledge that this is not an instruction in a legal sense, but rather a way to allow participants to
understand and digest the relevant legal definitions and punishment available before making legal outcome
judgments.
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evoke more empathy (H6a), less dehumanization (H7a), less victim blame (H8a), and
increased judgments of willingness to offer services (hereafter, service provision) (H9a).
Survivor vulnerabilities will also lead to increased perpetrator blame (H10a) because
victim blame, and perpetrator blame should be negatively associated. Other work has
also demonstrated increased levels of perpetrator blame with vulnerable victims of sexual
violence (Franklin & Mennaker, 2015; Rudman & Mescher, 2012). Further, when
vulnerabilities are explicitly mentioned as part of the law, it will be protective of the
survivor and result in increased punishment for the perpetrator (H11a). When the law
presents participants with a mechanism to use to apply vulnerability to legal judgments,
participants will utilize that guidance to modify their judgments to take into consideration
the impact of vulnerability on punishment decisions (Enang et al., 2012; United States v.
Peters, 1992). This experiment will also provide evidence for the exploratory question of
how people interpret various types of vulnerability, namely person versus situation
vulnerabilities (Exploratory Question 1). This is an exploratory question rather than a
hypothesis because the literature is silent on which type of vulnerability will be more
influential in a sex trafficking judgment.
7.2 Experiment 2 Methods
Design and Participants
Experiment 2 conformed to a 3 (Vulnerability description: described as vulnerable
using person traits vs. vulnerable using situation traits vs. no description of vulnerability)
x 2 (Vulnerability enhancement instruction: law includes a vulnerability enhancement vs.
the law does not include a vulnerability enhancement) between groups design.
Participants were community members recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk
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cloud research platform. To detect a partial eta-square effect size of .025 at 95% power,
this design required 606 participants. Six-hundred and fifty-four individuals opened the
survey, but 25 did not provide any meaningful data (i.e., they opened and closed the
survey and did not provide answers to any questions other than the informed consent).
Twenty-three participants were removed for completing the survey in an impossible
amount of time, that is less than 1 minute. Participants received $1.00 for their
completion, which took on average 8.24 minutes (standard deviation = 5.62).
The final number of participants was 629. Of those 629 participants, 503 (80%)
self-identified their race and ethnicity as White, 61 (9.7%) as Black or African American,
52 (8.3%) as Asian or Pacific Islander, 28 (4.5%) as Latinx, 2 (0.3%) as Middle Eastern,
and 10 (1.6%) as Native American or American Indian. Seven (1.1%) self-identified their
race or ethnicity as something different than the listed race/ethnicities. Most participants
were assigned female at birth (n = 339, 53.9%) and the majority identified as women
when taking the survey (n = 336, 53.4%). In addition, 145 (23.1%) had experienced
sexual violence themselves and 199 (31.6%) had known a friend or family member to
experience sexual violence.
Procedure and Materials
Participants received a Qualtrics link to complete the informed consent. Next,
random assignment through the Qualtrics platform presented participants with one of the
6 vignette scenarios formed by the completely crossed design describing a survivor’s
experience of sex trafficking, including her vulnerability status (see Appendix B for a full
description of the vulnerability manipulation) and whether or not the instructions
included a vulnerability enhancement instruction (See Appendix B for a full description
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the legal enhancement manipulation). The manipulation of vulnerability status described
the victim as having person vulnerabilities (namely, substance abuse and mental health
problems), situation/context vulnerabilities (namely, an unstable home life including
experiencing poverty) or no mention of vulnerabilities.
The sex trafficking scenario was based on the case facts from United States v. Bell
(2014), as modified by Berry and Wiener (in preparation) and Wiener et al., 2021. The
vignette (See Appendix B) involved two central characters, Steve Bolden, and Susan
Oliver (note: researchers changed the names to prevent anyone from recognizing the
case). Steve told Susan that he wanted to take care of her financially and take her away
from the job that she hated. He said that he could do that if she was willing to have sex
occasionally with other men for money. Susan engaged in sexual acts with other men,
giving up all the money she earned to Steve who took care of all her needs. After some
time, Susan tried to leave Steve when he threatened her. However, Susan found it very
difficult to be without Steve, she missed him, and eventually came back asking for his
forgiveness and promising never to run away again. When Steve and Susan went to a
hotel to meet another man with whom Susan was to engage in commercial sex acts, they
were surprised by the police who arrested Steve and detained Susan for questioning.
Immediately following the vignette, participants completed a measure of empathy
towards the survivor (Appendix B lists all the measures for this experiment). Specifically,
participants rated their perceived empathy toward the survivor by answering a series of
questions on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) Likert-type scale. Haegerich
and Bottoms (2000) and Stevenson et al. (2013) successfully used this empathy measure
with alpha reliabilities averaging 0.85. Questions included asking participants to rate the
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extent to which they: “feel empathy for the survivor,” “feel like [they] can easily take the
perspective of the survivor,” and “can experience the same feelings as the survivor”. The
three empathy questions formed a reliable scale (alpha = .82) and were averaged to create
one empathy scale (M = 4.91, SD = 1.49, range = 1 to 7, skew = -.62, kurtosis = -.31).
Participants also completed an eight-question dehumanization survey that measured the
extent to which the participants dehumanized the survivor with ratings on a 1 (not at all)
to 7 (extremely so) Likert scale. The individual items assessed the denial of traits
pertaining to human nature (e.g., “I felt like the person in the story was superficial like
they had no depth” and human uniqueness (e.g., “I felt like the person in the story lacked
self-restraint, like an animal”) of the survivor. Bastian et al. (2013) successfully used
these scales reporting alphas of .70 and .90., respectively However, in this experiment
neither the human nature scale alpha nor the human uniqueness scale was adequate
(alphas = .56 and .62, respectively). When all eight items were combined into one
singular dehumanization scale as Bastian and Haslam (2011) did, the alpha was reliable
(.75). Therefore, a single dehumanization score was created (M = 3.87, SD = 1.02, range
= 1 to 7, skew = -.15, kurtosis = .28). A confirmatory factor analysis showed adequate fit
statistics for the one factor model, CFI = .94, TLI = .92, SRMR = .05 and RMSEA = .13.
While the RMSEA was slightly higher than ideal (ideally < .06), the other three fit
statistics were within adequate ranges (CFI/TLI > .90, SRMR < .08). Participants then
answered questions regarding their perceptions of the case, including judgments of
blame, vulnerability, and appropriate case outcomes, all described below.
Outcome Measures
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Participants first indicated the extent to which the survivor (Susan) was “[to]
blame for the situation”, “responsible for the situation”, and “the cause of the situation”
on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree) Likert-type scale. Franklin and Mennaker
(2015) successfully used this blame scale and found it to be reliable (alpha = .87). See
Appendix B for a list of these questions in full. In all vignettes participants also answered
these same three questions for the perpetrator (e.g., to what extent is Steve to blame for
the situation?). The average of each of these three items pertaining to Susan served as a
victim blame scale (alpha = .92, M = 3.20, SD = 1.56, range = 1 to 7, skew = .62, kurtosis
= -.02) and the average pertaining to Steve served as a perpetrator blame scale (alpha =
.90, M = 5.63, SD = 1.37, range = 1 to 7, skew = -.67, kurtosis = -.18).
Next, participants rated Susan’s overall vulnerability, her vulnerability to
coercion, and her vulnerability to sex trafficking on 1 (strongly believe Susan was not
vulnerable) to 11 (strongly believe Susan was vulnerable) Likert scales (see Appendix B
for the full outcome measure questions). A survivor vulnerability scale made up of the
mean of the three measures of vulnerability showed an acceptable reliability (alpha = .92,
M = 9.26, SD = 1.79, range = 1 to 11, skew = -1.25, kurtosis = 1.77) and served as a
mediator in the analyses that follow.
Finally, participants read the relevant legal definition and punishment for sex
trafficking (see Appendix B, Punishment and Legal Judgments). The law either included
a vulnerable victim enhancement instruction modelled on the sentencing guidelines of 18
U.S.C.S. Appx § 3A1.1 or it did not contain the enhancement. Participants then rendered
legal judgments regarding both the victim and the perpetrator (i.e., punishment and
service provision). Specifically, they rated how certain they were of Steve’s guilt for sex
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trafficking Susan on a 1 (not at all certain) to 11 (very certain) Likert scale (M = 10.09,
SD = 1.66, range = 1 to 11, skew = -2.52, kurtosis = 7.28). They then chose the level of
punishment Steve deserved for his role in the situation on a 1 (the least severe
punishment) to 11 (the most severe punishment) Likert scale (M = 9.33, SD = 1.89, range
= 1 to 11, skew = -1.28, kurtosis = 1.77). Finally, participants chose whether the legal
system should afford the survivor legal services to help Susan recover from the
trafficking. Participants were forced to choose whether they believed the system should
afford the survivor services or arrest Susan for engaging in sex acts for money (i.e.,
prostitution). This forced participants to evaluate the level of prosocial behavior versus
punishment they wanted to impart on the survivor. 78.9% of participants chose to offer
services for Susan’s trafficking, while 21.1% chose to arrest Susan for engaging in
prostitution. They then answered how certain they were of their answer, on a 50 to 100
slider scale. This was transformed into a 0 to 100 measure of certainty using the
dichotomous answer in conjunction with the slider scale for analyses, so that 0
represented very certain that Susan should receive services, 100 was very certain that she
should be arrested, and 50 was unsure of whether Susan should receive services or suffer
arrest. More specifically, the arrest versus service dichotomous judgment codes were
negative one (-1) for the “arrest” response and a positive one (+1) for the “services”
response. Multiplying the coded decision by the certainty rating and then adding 100 to
the negative values (those who said Susan should be arrested) produced the final index.
The product resulted in a scale that ranged from 0 (completely certain that Susan should
be arrested) to 100 (completely certain that Susan should receive services) with the
middle values reflecting uncertainty. Thus, a participant who favored arresting Susan
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received a lower score and a participant who favored providing services received a higher
score. The observed mean on the arrest versus services index was 75.01 (S.D. = 34.06)
and the observed range was 0-100 with a skew of 1.24 and kurtosis of -.03. Finally,
participants completed a basic demographic questionnaire (See Appendix D). Following
the debriefing, participants received $1 for completing the survey.
7.3 Experiment 2 Results
Overview
The results section begins with an analysis of the manipulation check for the
vulnerability experimental factors followed by the overall analyses for each outcome
variable – blame ratings for Susan, blame ratings for Steve, punishment severity for
Steve, and arrest versus services decisions for Susan. For each outcome variable, a
between subjects ANCOVA tested the effects of vulnerability and the vulnerability
enhancement instruction using the measure of empathy and rating of dehumanization as
covariates. Then, follow-up post-hoc tests and moderation analyses for effects that
included covariates were conducted as necessary. Next, mediation models using Hayes
(2018) Process Macro (model 4) further explored the effects of empathy and
dehumanization on blame and punishment ratings. Finally, Hayes (2018) Process Macro
(Hayes model 7) tested moderated mediation path analyses with empathy and
dehumanization serving as mediators for the outcome measures.
Sex Trafficking: Vulnerability Manipulation Check
A 3 (Vulnerability description: person traits vs. situation traits vs. no description
of vulnerability) x 2 (Legal Acknowledgment: vulnerability enhancement vs. no
vulnerability enhancement) between groups ANOVA on the vulnerability scale resulted
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in a main effect for vulnerability, F(2, 623) = 8.01, p < .001, ηp2= .03, a non-significant
effect for legal acknowledgement of vulnerability, F(1, 623) = .30, p = .58, ηp2= .00,
and a non-significant interaction, F(1, 623) = 1.03, p = .36, ηp2= .003. Follow-up tests
for the effect of vulnerability showed that participants who read that Susan came from a
context vulnerable background and participants who read that Susan came from a person
vulnerable background both rated her as more vulnerable (M = 9.43 and M = 9.50,
respectively) than participants who received no information about Susan’s vulnerability
(M = 8.87). Two independent samples t-test showed that the differences between context
and no vulnerability as well as person and no vulnerability were statistically significant, t
(396.21) = 3.14, p < .001 d = .11, CId= .11-.50, t (399.10) = 3.51, p < .001 d = .34, CId=
.15-.54. The difference between the two vulnerability manipulations (context and person)
was not statistically significant, t (416) = .48, p = .32, d = -.05, CId= -.24-.15.
In summary, participants were able to distinguish between Susan’s vulnerability
as a person and in context as compared to no vulnerability but did not draw any
differences between the two types of vulnerability. Furthermore, the addition of the
enhancement instruction did not influence participant’s ratings of survivor vulnerability.
Just as with Experiment 1, the analyses to follow did not drop participants based on
incorrect responses on the manipulation checks because doing so would have
compromised the random assignment and threaten the internal validity of the design
(Reichardt, 2011; Shadish et al., 2002; Wiener et al., 2021). All decisions about the final
sample were made before any of the following analyses were conducted.
Sex Trafficking: Blame Towards Susan
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ANCOVA Analysis. First, a 3 (Vulnerability description: person traits vs.
situation traits vs. no description of vulnerability) x 2 (Legal Acknowledgment:
vulnerability enhancement vs. no vulnerability enhancement) between groups ANCOVA
model tested the effects of vulnerability and the vulnerability enhancement instruction on
blame ratings for Susan using the measure of empathy and rating of dehumanization of
the survivor as covariates. Table 7.1 shows that for participants’ ratings of blame towards
Susan, there were main effects for manipulated vulnerability and measured empathy,
two-way interactions of vulnerability by measured dehumanization and vulnerability by
empathy, and a three-way interaction of vulnerability, empathy, and dehumanization.
However, follow-up independent t-tests in Table 7.2 show there were no differences in
blame when Susan had context vulnerability (M = 3.27), person vulnerability (M = 3.13)
or no vulnerabilities (M = 3.19). The remaining effects from the ANCOVA analysis were
examined with moderation analyses using Hayes PROCESS macro.
Table 7.1
Analysis of Variance Results for the Effects of Vulnerability and the Vulnerability
Enhancement Instruction on Blame Ratings for Susan Using the Measure of Empathy and
Rating of Dehumanization as Covariates.
Predictor

F-value

df

p

ηp2

Vulnerability (Vuln)

3.91

2, 607

.02

.01

Vulnerability Enhancement
Instruction (VEI)

0.05

1, 607

.82

.00

Empathy (Emp)

7.40

1, 607

.01

.01

Dehumanization (DH)

0.13

1, 607

.71

.00

Emp * DH

3.46

1, 607

.06

.01
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VEI * DH

0.12

1, 607

.73

.00

Vuln * DH

3.93

2, 607

.02

.01

VEI * Emp

0.25

1, 607

.62

.00

Vuln * Emp

4.26

2, 607

.01

.01

Vuln * VEI

0.31

2, 607

.73

.00

VEI * Emp * DH

0.46

1, 607

.50

.00

Vuln * Emp * DH

4.42

2, 607

.01

.01

Vuln * VEI * DH

0.72

2, 607

.49

.00

Vuln * VEI * Emp

0.29

2, 607

.82

.00

Table 7.2
Follow-up Independent t-tests for Person, Context, and No Vulnerabilities on Blame
Ratings Towards Susan.
Blame Ratings Towards Susan

Univariate Effects

Context
Vulnerability
M (sd)

Person
Vulnerability
M (sd)

No
Vulnerability
M (sd)

Comparison

tvalue

df

p

3.27
(1.61)

3.13
(1.55)

3.19
(1.51)

Context vs.
Person.

.88

416 .19

Context vs.
None.

.47

421 .32

Person. vs.
None.

-.43

415 .33

d

CId

[-.11
–
.28]
[-.15
.05
–
.24]
[-.23
–
.04
.15]
.09

Moderation Analysis. First, as Table 7.3 shows, splitting the file on vulnerability
showed only the context vulnerable condition revealed the empathy main effect, the
dehumanization main effect, and the dehumanization by empathy interaction on survivor
blame.
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Table 7.3
Analysis of Variance Results for Participants’ Blame Ratings Towards Susan for the
Three Levels of Vulnerability.
Context Vulnerability
Predictor

F-value

df

p

ηp2

Vulnerability Enhancement Instruction
(VEI)
Empathy (Emp)

.99

1, 205

.32

.01

15.23

1, 205

< .001

.07

Dehumanization (DH)

4.70

1, 205

.03

.02

Emp * DH

12.07

1, 205

<.001

.06

VEI * DH

.71

1, 205

.40

.003

VEI * Emp

.44

1, 205

.51

.002

F-value

df

p

ηp2

Vulnerability Enhancement Instruction
(VEI)
Empathy (Emp)

.03

1, 205

.87

.00

.01

1, 205

.92

.00

Dehumanization (DH)

1.89

1, 205

.18

.01

Emp * DH

.04

1, 205

.84

.00

VEI * DH

.24

1, 205

.63

.001

VEI * Emp

.16

1, 205

.69

.001

df

p

ηp2

Person Vulnerability
Predictor

No Vulnerability
Predictor

Fvalue
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Vulnerability Enhancement Instruction
(VEI)
Empathy (Emp)

.24

1, 205

.62

.001

.49

1, 205

.49

.002

Dehumanization (DH)

2.99

1, 205

.09

.01

Emp * DH

.02

1, 205

.89

.00

VEI * DH

1.23

1, 205

.27

.01

VEI * Emp

.06

1, 205

.81

.00

After selecting for those in the context vulnerable condition, path analyses using
Hayes (2020) PROCESS macro for SPSS treated participants’ empathy as a predictor and
participants’ dehumanization ratings as a moderator on the outcome variable of victim
blame. The analyses tested main effects for the predictors as well as the interactions
between the predictors. Finally, simple slope, follow-up analyses for significant
interactions used 1 SD above the mean on the continuous dehumanization scale for high
dehumanization, the mean for medium dehumanization, and 1 SD below the mean for
low dehumanization.
The path model yielded a significant main effect for empathy, B = -1.03, se = .27,
95% CI B (-1.56 to -.49), p < .012, a main effect for dehumanization, B = -.69, S.E.= .34,
95% CI B (-1.36 to -.01), p = .05, and a significant interaction between empathy and
dehumanization, B = 0.21, S.E. = .06, 95% CI B (.09 to .34), p < .001. Conditional effects
of empathy at each level of dehumanization showed significant effects at the low level of
dehumanization (2.90), B = -.41, S.E. = .11, t = -3.80, 95% CI B (-.62 to -.20), p < .001,
and the medium levels of dehumanization (3.87), B = -.20, S.E. = .08, t = -2.60, 95% CI B
(-.35 to -.05), p = 0.01 but not at the high level of dehumanization (4.85), B = .01, S.E. =
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.09, t= .09 95% CI B (-.17 to .18), p = 0.93. Figure 7.1 displays the level of blame
imparted on Susan as a function of empathy felt toward Susan and level of
dehumanization of her. It shows that under low (2.90) and medium levels (3.87) of
dehumanization, there is a decrease in victim blame as empathy decreases but at the
higher levels of dehumanization of the survivor (4.82) this effect attenuates.
Figure 7.1
Simple slope analyses showing that dehumanization moderates the effect of empathy on
blame imparted on Susan when she was contextually vulnerable.

Mediation Analysis. Next, to further explore the effects of empathy and
dehumanization on blame ratings, Table 7.4 displays the results of the Model 4 program
examining the effects of empathy and dehumanization as potential mediators for the
effect of manipulated vulnerability on blame ratings towards Susan. First, there was a
significant direct effect for both person vulnerability as compared to no vulnerability and
context vulnerability as compared to no vulnerability on empathy ratings towards Susan.
As the weights show, with increases in either type of vulnerability, there was an increase
in empathy, but this effect was not significant for dehumanization. Also, there were
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significant direct effects of empathy and dehumanization on the victim blame outcome
variable such that with increases in empathy there was a decrease in victim blame and
with an increase in dehumanization there was an increase in victim blame. The only
evidence of mediation occurred for empathy, for both the person to no vulnerability and
context to no vulnerability comparisons. Specifically, as displayed in Figures 7.2 and 7.3
participants were more empathetic towards Susan when she had either person or context
vulnerabilities, which in turn predicted lower blame ratings towards Susan. Furthermore,
Figures 7.2 and 7.3 show that while increases in dehumanization did lead to increase in
blaming Susan, these differences in dehumanization were not attributable to vulnerability
as those front paths were not significant.
Table 7.4
Results of the Mediation Analysis for Participants’ Blame Ratings Towards Susan as a
function of Vulnerability on Empathy and Dehumanization Ratings
Predictor

β

S.E.

t(626)

p

95% CI β

Main Effects on Empathy
Person v. None

.41

.15

2.85

.005

.13 – .70

Context v. None

.48

.14

3.31

.001

.20 – .76

Main Effects of Dehumanization
Person v. None

.02

.10

.22

.83

-.18 – .22

Context v. None

.02

.10

.16

.88

-.18 – .22
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Direct Effects on Susan Blame
Person v. None

-.02

.14

-.12

.91

-.30 – .27

Context v. None

.13

.14

.91

.36

-.15 – .41

Empathy

-.14

04

-3.14

.001
-.23 – -.05

Dehumanization

.41

.06

6.43

< .001

.28 – .53

Susan Blame (Indirect Mediation Effects for Empathy) *
Person v. None

-.06

.03

*****

< .05

-.13 – -.01

Context v. None

-.07

.03

*****

< .05

-.13 – -.01

Susan Blame (Indirect Mediation Effects for Dehumanization) *
Person v. None

.01

.05

*****

ns

-.08 – .11

Context v. None

.01

.04

*****

ns

-.08 – .09

*Standard Errors are estimated with bootstraps and confidence intervals replace t-test
Figure 7.2
Path analysis showing empathy linking the comparison of person versus no vulnerability
and blame towards Susan.
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Figure 7.3
Path analysis showing empathy linking the comparison of context versus no vulnerability
and blame towards Susan.

Moderated Mediation Analysis. There was no evidence of moderated mediation
for any of the manipulated variables or covariates on the outcome variable of participants
ratings of blame towards Susan.
Sex Trafficking: Blame Towards Steve
As Table 7.5 shows, there were empathy and dehumanization main effects as well
as an interaction between empathy and dehumanization for the outcome variable of blame
towards Steve. Path analyses using Hayes (2020) PROCESS macro for SPSS treated
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participants’ empathy as a predictor and participants’ dehumanization ratings as a
moderator on the outcome variable of perpetrator blame. The analyses tested main effects
for the predictors as well as the interactions between the predictors. Finally, simple slope,
follow-up analyses for significant interactions used 1 SD above the mean on the
continuous dehumanization scale for high dehumanization, the mean for medium
dehumanization, and 1 SD below the mean for low dehumanization.

Table 7.5
Analysis of Variance Results for the Effects of Vulnerability and Vulnerability
Enhancement Instruction on Blame Ratings for Steve Using the Empathy and
Dehumanization as Covariates.
Predictor

F-value

df

p

ηp2

Vulnerability (Vuln)

.15

2, 607

.87

.00

Vulnerability Enhancement
Instruction (VEI)

.08

1, 607

.78

.00

Empathy (Emp)

10.98

1, 607

< .001

.01

Dehumanization (DH)

2.04

1, 607

.15

.003

Emp * DH

4.40

1, 607

.04

.01

VEI * DH

.42

1, 607

.52

.001

Vuln * DH

.11

2, 607

.89

.00

VEI * Emp

.59

1, 607

.44

.001

Vuln * Emp

.27

2, 607

.76

.001

Vuln * VEI

2.31

2, 607

.10

.01

VEI * Emp * DH

1.47

1, 607

.23

.002
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Vuln * Emp * DH

.15

2, 607

.86

.001

Vuln * VEI * DH

1.67

2, 607

.19

.01

Vuln * VEI * Emp

1.88

2, 607

.15

.01

The path model yielded a significant main effect for empathy, B = .46, se = .13,
95% CI B (.22 to .71), p < .001, and a significant interaction between empathy and
dehumanization, B = -.07, S.E. = .03, 95% CI B (.-.13 to -.01), p = .03. The main effect
for dehumanization was not significant in the PROCESS model, B = .24 S.E.= .19, 95%
CI B (-.06 to .56), p = .12. Conditional effects of empathy at each level of
dehumanization showed significant effects at the low level of dehumanization (2.85), B =
.27, S.E. = .05, t = 4.98, 95% CI B (.16 to .38), p < .001, the medium level of
dehumanization (3.87), B = .20, S.E. = .04, t = 5.01 95% CI B (.12 to .28), p < .001 and at
the high level of dehumanization (4.90), B = .13, S.E. = .05, t= 2.87 95% CI B(.05 to .22),
p = .004.b Figure 7.4 displays the level of blame imparted on Steve as a function of
empathy felt toward Susan and level of dehumanization. It shows that under low (2.85),
medium (3.87), and high (4.90) levels of dehumanization, there is an increase in
perpetrator blame as empathy increases.
Figure 7.4
Simple slope analyses showing that dehumanization moderates the effect of empathy on
blame imparted on Steve.
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Sex Trafficking: Punishment for Steve
As Table 7.6 shows, there was only a main effect of empathy for the outcome
variable of punishment decisions for Steve. A bivariate correlation revealed that the more
empathy participants had for Susan, the greater their desire to punish Steve (r = .202, p <
.001).
Table 7.6
Analysis of Variance Results for the Effects of Vulnerability and Vulnerability
Enhancement Instruction on Punishment Severity Ratings for Steve Using the Empathy
and Dehumanization as Covariates.
Predictor

F-value

df

p

ηp2

Vulnerability (Vuln)

1.76

2, 607

.17

.01

Vulnerability Enhancement
Instruction (VEI)

.22

1, 607

.64

.00

Empathy (Emp)

8.47

1, 607

.004

.01

Dehumanization (DH)

3.51

1, 607

.06

.01

Emp * DH

2.24

1, 607

.14

.004
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VEI * DH

.12

1, 607

.73

.00

Vuln * DH

.92

2, 607

.40

.003

VEI * Emp

.12

1, 607

.74

.00

Vuln * Emp

1.86

2, 607

.16

.01

Vuln * VEI

.01

2, 607

.99

.00

VEI * Emp * DH

.03

1, 607

.87

.00

Vuln * Emp * DH

.97

2, 607

.38

.003

Vuln * VEI * DH

.23

2, 607

.80

.001

Vuln * VEI * Emp

.27

2, 607

.77

.001

Sex Trafficking: Decisions to Arrest or Provide Services for Susan
ANCOVA Analysis. Table 7.7 shows that for participants’ decisions of arrest or
services for Susan, there was a two-way interaction of vulnerability by vulnerability
enhancement instruction, and a three-way interaction of vulnerability, vulnerability
enhancement instruction, and empathy. As shown in Table 7.8, splitting the file on
vulnerability revealed the main effect of the vulnerability enhancement instruction and
the interaction between empathy and the vulnerability enhancement instruction was only
significant for person vulnerabilities. Follow-up independent t-tests in Table 7.9 show
that when Susan had person vulnerabilities, there were no differences in arrest or service
decisions when participants received the vulnerability enhancement instruction (M =
77.65) and when they did not (M = 74.80). The three-way interaction between
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vulnerability, vulnerability enhancement instruction, and empathy was examined with
moderation analyses using Hayes PROCESS macro.
Table 7.7
Analysis of Covariance Results for the Effects of Vulnerability and Vulnerability
Enhancement Instruction on the Index of Arrest versus Services for Susan Using Empathy
and Dehumanization as Covariates.
Predictor

F-value

df

p

ηp2

Vulnerability (Vuln)

.99

2, 607

.37

.003

Vulnerability Enhancement
Instruction (VEI)

.52

1, 607

.47

.001

Empathy (Emp)

1.18

1, 607

.28

.002

Dehumanization (DH)

2.75

1, 607

.09

.01

Emp * DH

.01

1, 607

.95

.00

VEI * DH

.67

1, 607

.41

.001

Vuln * DH

1.56

2, 607

.21

.01

VEI * Emp

.19

1, 607

.66

.00

Vuln * Emp

1.72

2, 607

.18

.01

Vuln * VEI

3.56

2, 607

.03

.01

VEI * Emp * DH

.43

1, 607

.51

.001

Vuln * Emp * DH

2.87

2, 607

.058

.01

Vuln * VEI * DH

2.11

2, 607

.12

.01

Vuln * VEI * Emp

4.13

2, 607

.02

.01

Table 7.8
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Analysis of Variance Results for Participants’ Decision to Arrest or Provide Services to
Susan for the Three Levels of Vulnerability.
Context Vulnerability
Predictor

F-value

df

p

ηp2

Vulnerability Enhancement
Instruction (VEI)

1.24

1, 203

.27

.01

Empathy (Emp)

4.57

1, 203

.03

.02

Dehumanization (DH)

.43

1, 203

.51

.002

Emp * DH

3.69

1, 203

.06

.02

VEI * DH

1.08

1, 203

.30

.01

VEI * Emp

1.68

1, 203

.20

.01

F-value

df

p

ηp2

Vulnerability Enhancement
Instruction (VEI)

5.71

1, 203

.02

.03

Empathy (Emp)

.002

1, 203

.96

.00

Dehumanization (DH)

2.56

1, 203

.11

.01

Emp * DH

.71

1, 203

.40

.004

VEI * DH

3.50

1, 203

.06

.02

VEI * Emp

4.16

1, 203

.04

.02

Person Vulnerability
Predictor

No Vulnerability
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Predictor

F-value

df

p

ηp2

Vulnerability Enhancement
Instruction (VEI)

.48

1, 203

.49

.002

Empathy (Emp)

.10

1, 203

.76

.00

Dehumanization (DH)

4.96

1, 203

.03

.02

Emp * DH

2.16

1, 203

.14

.01

VEI * DH

.06

1, 203

.81

.00

VEI * Emp

3.15

1, 203

.08

.02

Table 7.9
Follow-up Independent t-tests for the Effects of the Vulnerability Enhancement
Instruction in the Person Vulnerabilities Condition on Arrest or Services Decisions.

Arrest or Service Decision

Univariate Effects

Vulnerability
No
Comparison
Enhancement Vulnerability
Instruction Enhancement
M (sd)
Instruction
M (sd)
77.64
(3.22)

74.80
(3.56)

VEI vs. no
VEI.

tvalue

df

p

d

CId

.59

195

.28

.09

[-.20 – .36]

Moderation Analysis. A moderation analysis in PROCESS tested the interaction
of the vulnerability enhancement instruction and empathy for person vulnerability as the
vulnerability enhancement instruction by empathy interaction was only significant for the
person condition, F (1, 197) = 4.16, p = .04. However, the interaction was no longer
significant in PROCESS, coefficient = 5.65, t(193) = 1.74, p = .08, and could not be
further explored.
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Mediation Analysis. Table 7.10 displays the results of the Model 4 program
examining the effects of empathy and dehumanization as potential mediators for the
effect of manipulated vulnerability on arrest versus service decisions for Susan. First,
there was a significant direct effect for both person vulnerability as compared to no
vulnerability and context vulnerability as compared to no vulnerability on empathy
ratings towards Susan such that both vulnerabilities resulted in increases in empathy.
There were no vulnerability effects on dehumanization. Furthermore, there were
significant direct effects of empathy and dehumanization on the arrest versus services
index outcome variable. Increased empathy and decreased dehumanization predicted a
greater certainty to want to provide Susan services rather than arresting her for
prostitution. The only evidence of mediation occurred for empathy, for both the person
to none and context to none index comparisons. Specially, as displayed in Figures 7.5 and
7.6, participants were more likely to be empathetic towards Susan when she had either
person or context vulnerabilities, which in turn predicted certainty to want to provide
Susan services.
Table 7.10
Results of the Mediation Analysis for the Index of Arrest versus Services as a function of
Vulnerability on Empathy and Dehumanization Ratings
Predictor

β

S.E.

t(626)

p

95% CI β

Main Effects of Empathy
Person v. None

.41

.15

2.79

.01

.12 – .69

Context v. None

.47

.15

3.23

.001

.18 – .75
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Main Effects of Dehumanization
Person v. None

.03

.10

.29

.77

-.17 – .23

Context v. None

.01

.10

.14

.89

-.18 – .21

Direct Effects on Arrest v. Service Index
Person v. None

-.64

3.22

-.20

.84

-6.96 – 5.68

Context v. None

-2.99

3.20

-.93

.35

-9.28 – 3.30

Empathy

3.39

.98

3.47

.001
1.48 – 5.32

Dehumanization

-7.05

1.41

-4.99

< .001

-9.83 – -4.27

Arrest v. Service Index (Indirect Mediation Effects for Empathy) *
Person v. None

1.38

.69

*****

< .05

.27 – 2.92

Context v. None

1.59

.73

*****

< .05

.39 – 3.23

Arrest v. Service Index (Indirect Mediation Effects for Dehumanization) *

Person v. None

-.21

.75

*****

ns

-1.77 – 1.24

Context v. None

-.11

.73

*****

ns

-1.58 – 1.35

*Standard Errors are estimated with bootstraps and confidence intervals replace t-test
Figure 7.5
Path analysis showing empathy linking the comparison of person versus no vulnerability
and the decision to provide services to Susan.
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Figure 7.6
Path analysis showing empathy linking the comparison of context versus no vulnerability
and the decision to provide services to Susan.

Moderated Mediation Analysis. Next, Table 7.11 displays the results of
the Hayes PROCESS (2018) Model 7 program using the vulnerability enhancement
instruction as a moderator for mediation of empathy on the relationship between
manipulated vulnerability and the arrest versus service index outcome variable. Table
7.11 shows significant direct effects the person to no vulnerability comparison and the
context to no vulnerability comparison on empathy such that vulnerability on either
dimension resulted in greater empathy. There was also an interaction between the
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inclusion of the vulnerability enhancement instruction and the context comparison on the
arrest versus services outcome variable, as well as a significant direct effect of empathy
on that outcome index. With regard to the arrest vs. service index itself, there was only a
direct effect of empathy. Finally, the moderated mediation tests showed that empathy was
a mediator of the relationship between both person (3.36) and context vulnerability (4.39)
and the service index but only when the enhancement instruction was present. Because
the main effect of context vulnerability vs. no vulnerability was significant in Table 7.11,
the analysis in Figure 7.7 dove deeper into the moderation of the vulnerability
enhancement instruction to show that the vulnerability enhancement instruction
moderated the relationship between context vulnerability and empathy such that when a
survivor was contextually vulnerable and participants received the vulnerability
enhancement instruction, they expressed more empathy towards the survivor, resulting in
an increased certainty of service provision.
Table 7.11
Results of the Moderated Mediation Analysis for the Moderation of Vulnerability
Enhancement Instruction on the Mediation of Empathy on the Relationship Between
Vulnerability and the Index of Arrest versus Services.
Predictor

β

S.E.

t(619)

p

95% CI β

Main Effect of Empathy
Person v. No Vulnerability

1.00

.46

2.19

.03

.10 – 1.90

Context v. No Vulnerability

1.44

.46

3.15

.002

.54 – 2.33

Vulnerability Enhancement
Instruction (VEI)

.31

.20

1.51

.13

-.09 – .71
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Person v. No * VEI

-.40

.29

-1.37

.17

-.97 - .17

Context v. No * VEI

-.65

.29

-2.24

.03

-1.21 – -.08

Direct Effects on Arrest versus Services Index
Person v. No Vulnerability

-1.73

3.27

-.53

.60

-8.15 – 4.70

Context v. No Vulnerability

-4.10

3.25

-1.26

.21

-10.49 – 2.29

Empathy

5.56

.89

6.22

<.001

3.81 – 7.32

Index (Indirect Moderated Mediation Effects) *
Person v. None

-2.22

1.71

*****

ns

-5.78 – 1.06

3.36

1.29

*****

<.05

1.05 – 6.17

1.14

1.22

*****

ns

-1.18 – 3.70

Context v. None

-3.60

1.81

*****

<.05

-7.49 – -.33

Vulnerability Enhancement
Instruction

4.39

1.38

*****

<.05

2.01 – 7.36

No Vulnerability
Enhancement Instruction

.79

1.27

*****

ns

-1.62 – 3.38

Vulnerability Enhancement
Instruction
No Vulnerability
Enhancement Instruction

*Standard Errors are estimated with bootstraps and confidence intervals replace t-test
Figure 7.7
Path analysis showing Vulnerability Enhancement Instruction moderates the mediation
of empathy on the relationship between the comparison of context versus no vulnerability
and the decision to provide services to Susan.

105

7.4 Experiment 2 Discussion
After having read the sex trafficking case facts modified from United States v.
Bell (2014), participants made decisions about both the perpetrator and the victim. While
80% of participants blamed the perpetrator for the trafficking, 45.7% also blamed the
victim. The participants were uncertain whether the police should arrest Susan (the
survivor) for prostitution or arrange support services for her. 78.9% of participants
favored offering services to Susan, meaning over 20% favored arresting her. The current
project and prior work (Berry & Wiener, in preparation; Wiener, et al., in press)
demonstrate that participants were uncertain whether a survivor should or should not be
responsible for the prostitution violation.
H6a predicted that describing a survivor as vulnerable would evoke more
empathy towards her. Indeed, participants were more empathetic to Susan when she had
either person or context vulnerabilities, supporting H6a. Vulnerabilities caused changes
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in empathy, which in turn predicted lower blame ratings towards Susan. Therefore, at
least in a correlational sense, victim empathy does seem to explain the effects of survivor
vulnerability. This partially supports H8a, that vulnerabilities would lead to decreased
victim blame. Vulnerabilities alone did not lead to less victim blame, but vulnerabilities
along with empathetic reactions did lead to less victim blame.
A similar pattern emerged for the decision to arrest Susan versus provide her
services. Participants were more empathetic toward Susan when she had either person or
context vulnerabilities, which in turn predicted certainty for service provision. This
partially supports H9a’s prediction that vulnerabilities would lead to increased decisions
of services. Just as with victim blame, vulnerabilities alone did not lead to increased
certainty for service provisions, but vulnerability along with empathetic reactions did
increase participants’ certainty Susan should receive support services.
While both person and context vulnerabilities were protective alongside empathy
in decisions to offer services and blame the victim, a distinction between person and
context vulnerabilities emerged when participants dehumanized the survivor. When
Susan was described as having context vulnerability, participants were less likely to
blame Susan when they felt less dehumanization and more empathy. That is, under low
and medium levels of dehumanization, there is a decrease in victim blame as empathy
decreases but at the higher levels of dehumanization this effect attenuates. However, this
pattern with empathy and dehumanization did not emerge when Susan was described as
having person vulnerabilities. Thus, while at times the type of vulnerability does not
matter, if feelings of dehumanization and empathy are involved, being described as
having context vulnerabilities may be more protective than person vulnerabilities. This
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helps to shed light on Exploratory Question 1a, but still does not fully answer which type
of vulnerability will be more influential in a sex trafficking judgment.
H7a predicted that describing a survivor as vulnerable would lead to lower ratings
of dehumanization. However, vulnerability did not predict dehumanization ratings.
Dehumanization did affect victim blame and perpetrator blame decisions, but it appears a
survivor’s vulnerability does not lead to lower ratings of dehumanization, thus H7a was
not supported.
When participants received the vulnerability enhancement instruction, Susan
being described as vulnerable led to increased empathy and stronger certainty to provide
her services. This partially supports H11a, that when vulnerabilities are explicitly
mentioned as part of the law, it will be protective of the survivor and result in increased
punishment for the perpetrator. The vulnerability enhancement instruction did result in
less harmful legal judgments imparted on the survivor, but there were no effects on
perpetrator punishment. In essence, the law of the case either presented a vulnerable
victim enhancement for punishment or not (as in the sentencing guidelines of 18 U.S.C.S.
Appx § 3A1.1), yet only decisions about the survivor were affected. The expected
punishment effects did not emerge even when providing participants with a mechanism to
use to apply vulnerability to legal judgments. This will be taken up in the discussion in
greater detail.
Further, there were no effects involving vulnerability or the vulnerability
enhancement instruction for the outcome variables that pertained to Steve. Thus, H10a
and H11a, predicting vulnerabilities would lead to enhanced perpetrator blame and
punishment, were unsupported. We posit that perhaps this is because participants were
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more willing to punish Steve regardless, with 91.7% certain of punishment and 84.8%
choosing severity of punishment. Another possibility is that a vulnerable survivor elicited
decisions that would most directly impact that survivor, namely, ensuring that she
received services and was not blamed. There was less focus on the indirect effects for a
vulnerable survivor of blaming the perpetrator and ensuring punishment.
In summary, it appears that vulnerability alone does not impact judgment
decisions about a survivor of sex trafficking, but vulnerability along with empathy does.
Empathy consistently mediates the relationship between vulnerabilities and protective
decisions. When a survivor is described as vulnerable, participants have more empathy
towards her which leads to less harmful legal judgments imparted on her.
CHAPTER 8: EXPERIMENT 3
Overview
Experiment 3 mirrored Experiment 2 except that it described a different type of
sexual violence. Participants read a vignette depicting a sexual assault scenario modified
from the one that Franklin and Mennaker (2015) and Loughnan et al. (2013) employed in
their research studies. Just as in Experiment 2, the vignettes for Experiment 3
manipulated the victim’s vulnerability status describing her as having person
vulnerabilities, situation/context vulnerabilities, or no mention of vulnerabilities. When
rendering legal judgment outcomes, participants also read the relevant legal definition
and punishment for sexual assault. Just as with Experiment 2, the legal definition either
included a vulnerable victim punishment enhancement instruction or not. Again, the
enhancement stated that if the perpetrator knew or should have known the victim was
vulnerable, the perpetrator was subject to a harsher punishment. This description also
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detailed the various factors that empirical research has shown to affect one’s
vulnerability.
8.1 Hypotheses
The central hypothesis for survivors of sexual assault was that vulnerabilities
would not be protective against victim blame but instead would exacerbate blame in
accordance with Loughnan et al. (2013). Specifically, the sexual assault survivor’s
vulnerability as compared to the control condition would evoke less empathy (H6b),
more dehumanization (H7b), and increased victim blame (H8b)9. Survivor vulnerabilities
should also lead to decreased perpetrator blame and decreased punishment severity for
the alleged assailant (H10b). That is, when participants dehumanize the survivor of a
sexual assault and/or experience less empathy towards her, the should blame the victim
more, which should result in a less severe punishment for the perpetrator (Loughnan et
al., 2013; Morris et al., 2018; Rudman & Mescher, 2012). However, when vulnerability
appeares explicitly as a factor to consider in the legal guidance, it should then be
protective for the survivor and result in increased punishment for the perpetrator (H11b),
a prediction similar to the one in Experiment 2 examining judgments about sex
trafficking (Bach et al., 2021; Enang et al. 2012). This experiment should also provide
further evidence for the exploratory examination (Exploratory Question 1b) of how
people interpret various types of vulnerability, namely person versus situation
vulnerabilities.
8.2 Experiment 3 Methods

9

Experiment 3 does not include Hypothesis 9b because there is no legal culpability or punishment
associated with a survivor of sexual assault as there is for sex trafficking and no forced comparison
between services or arrest.
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Design and Participants
Experiment 3 conformed to a 3 (vulnerability: context vs. person vs. control) x 2
(legal vulnerability instruction: present vs. absent) between group groups design.
Participants were community members recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk
cloud research platform. To detect a partial eta-square effect size of .025 at 95% power,
this design required 606 participants. Six-hundred and forty-nine individuals opened the
survey, but 19 did not provide any meaningful data (i.e., they opened and closed the
survey and did not provide answers to any questions other than the informed consent).
Eight participants were removed for completing the survey in an impossible amount of
time, that is less than 1 minute.
The final number of participants was 622. Of those 622 participants, 482 (77.5%)
self-identified their race and ethnicity as White, 63 (10.1%) as Black or African
American, 45 (7.2%) as Asian or Pacific Islander, 42 (6.8%) as Latinx, 12 (1.9%) as
Native American or American Indian, and 6 (1.0%) as Middle Eastern. Three (0.5%) selfidentified their race or ethnicity as something different than the listed race/ethnicities.
Most participants were assigned female at birth (n = 345, 55.5%) and a slight majority
identified as women when taking the survey (n = 340, 54.8%). In addition, 161 (25.9%)
stated that they had experienced sexual violence themselves and 278 (38.3%) stated that
they had known a friend or family member who experienced sexual violence. Participants
received $1.00 for completing the survey, which took on average 7.10 minutes (standard
deviation = 5.45).
Procedure and Materials.
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After participants completed the informed consent, the Qualtrics platform
randomly assigned and presented participants with one of the 6 vignette scenarios
describing a survivor’s experience of sexual assault, including her vulnerability status and
how the law treats vulnerability in this context. The manipulation of vulnerability status
described the victim as having person vulnerabilities (namely, substance abuse issues and
mental health problems), situation/context vulnerabilities (namely, an unstable home life
including experiencing poverty) or no mention of vulnerabilities. The sexual assault
vignette (see Appendix C for the full vignettes) described Steve meeting Susan and
telling her he was lonely and in the process of divorcing his wife. They then go on a date
to the movies and a bar and end up having coffee back at Steve’s home. Once there,
Steve wanted to have sex with Susan, and after she asked him to stop, he sexually
assaulted her. Susan left and called the police, reporting that Steve had forced himself on
her, sexually assaulting her. The police then arrested Steve and questioned Susan about
the situation.
Immediately following the vignette, participants completed the same measure of
empathy towards the survivor (alpha = .78, M = 5.82, SD = 1.15, range = 1 to 7, skew = 1.15, kurtosis = 1.49) and the same eight-question dehumanization survey (alpha = .80, M
= 2.59, SD = 0.92, range = 1 to 5.63, skew = .46, kurtosis = -.21) as in Experiment 2.
Participants then answered questions regarding their perceptions of the case, including
judgments of blame, vulnerability, and appropriate case outcomes, all described below.
Outcome Measures.
The outcome measures in Experiment 3 were the same as Experiment 2 apart
from the removal of the choice of services versus legal responsibility. Thus, participants
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again made blame judgments about Susan (alpha = .91, M = 1.69, SD = 1.24, range = 1 to
7, skew = 2.01, kurtosis = 2.04) and about Steve (alpha = .90, M = 6.25, SD = 1.36, range
= 1 to 7, skew = -1.92, kurtosis = 2.03), rated Susan’s vulnerability (alpha = .85, M =
7.91, SD = 2.20, range = 1 to 11, skew = -.61, kurtosis = -.01), read the relevant legal
definition for sexual assault and punishment for sexual assault, and rendered final legal
judgments about Steve’s guilt (M = 10.24, SD = 1.40, range = 1 to 11, skew = -2.34,
kurtosis = 6.30) and punishment (M = 9.39, SD = 1.69, range = 2 to 11, skew = -1.00,
kurtosis = 0.69). Because the outcome measures of blame towards Susan, blame towards
Steve, and Steve’s guilt certainty violated normality assumptions with kurtosis greater
than 2, those three variables were first transformed before analyses were conducted. The
variable representing blame judgments about Susan had a positive skew and was log
transformed to achieve normality, (M = .15, SD = .23, range = 0 to .85, skew = 1.32,
kurtosis = .48). Variables representing blame judgments about Steve and Steve’s guilt
had a negative skew and were exponentially transformed, (M = 102.49, SD = 46.10, range
= 2 to 128, skew = -1.30, kurtosis = -.21, and (M = 1569.88, SD = 715.31, range = 2 to
2048, skew = -1.00, kurtosis = -.69), respectively.
8.3 Experiment 3 Results
Overview
The results section for Experiment 3 follows the organization of the results
section for Experiment 2. It begins with an analysis of the manipulation check for the
vulnerability experimental factors. Next, the results for each outcome variable – blame
ratings for Susan, blame ratings for Steve, punishment severity for Steve, and guilt for
Steve – are presented. For each outcome variable, a between subjects ANCOVA tested
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the effects of vulnerability and the vulnerability enhancement instruction using the
measure of empathy and rating of dehumanization as covariates. Then, follow-up posthoc tests and moderation analyses for effects that included covariates were conducted as
needed.
Sexual Assault: Vulnerability Manipulation Check
A 3 (Vulnerability description: person traits vs. situation traits vs. no description
of vulnerability) x 2 (Legal Acknowledgment: vulnerability enhancement vs. no
vulnerability enhancement) between groups ANOVA on the vulnerability scale resulted
in a non-significant main effect for vulnerability, F(2, 616) = 1.92, p = .15, ηp2= .01, a
non-significant effect for legal acknowledgement of vulnerability, F(1, 616) = .02, p =
.88, ηp2= .00, and a non-significant interaction, F(1, 616) = .45, p = .64, ηp2= .001.
However, an independent samples t-test for the effect of vulnerability showed that
participants who read that Susan came from a context vulnerable background rated her as
more vulnerable (M = 8.13) than participants who received no information about her
vulnerability (M = 7.70)., t (411) = 1.99, p = .02, d = .20, CId= .02-.39. There were no
differences between person (M = 7.89) and no vulnerability (M = 7.70), t (416) = .87, p =
.19, d = .09, CId= -.11-.28, nor person (M = 7.89) and context (M = 8.13) vulnerability, t
(411) = 1.10, p =.14, d = .11, CId= -.09-.30. In summary, participants were able to
distinguish between Susan’s vulnerability as a person as compared to no vulnerability,
but not context vulnerability as compared to no vulnerability. Just as with Experiments 1
and 2, the analyses to follow did not drop participants based on incorrect responses on the
manipulation checks because doing so would have compromised the random assignment
and threatened the internal validity of the design (Reichardt, 2011; Shadish et al., 2002;
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Wiener et al., 2021). All decisions about the final sample were made before any of the
following analyses were conducted.
Sexual Assault: Blame Towards Susan
ANCOVA Analysis. First, an ANCOVA model tested the effects of vulnerability
and the vulnerability enhancement on blame ratings for Susan using the measure of
empathy and rating of dehumanization as covariates. Table 8.1 shows that for
participants’ ratings of blame towards Susan, there was only a main effect for the
covariate of dehumanization. A bivariate correlation revealed a positive correlation
between blame towards Susan and dehumanization of Susan; the more participants
dehumanized Susan the more likely they were to blame her (r = .57, p < .001).
Table 8.1
Analysis of Variance Results for the Effects of Vulnerability and Vulnerability
Enhancement Instruction on Sexual Assault Blame Ratings for Susan Using the Measure
of Empathy and Rating of Dehumanization as Covariates.
Predictor

F-value

df

p

ηp2

Vulnerability (Vuln)

.84

2, 600

.43

.00

Vulnerability Enhancement
Instruction (VEI)
Empathy (Emp)

.51

1, 600

.47

.00

1.12

1, 600

.29

.00

Dehumanization (DH)

28.59

1, 600

< .001

.05

Emp * DH

3.00

1, 600

.08

.01

VEI * DH

2.67

1, 600

.10

.00

Vuln * DH

1.59

2, 600

.21

.01

VEI * Emp

.76

1, 600

.38

.00
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Vuln * Emp

1.28

2, 600

.28

.00

Vuln * VEI

.28

2, 600

.75

.00

VEI * Emp * DH

2.90

1, 600

.09

.01

Vuln * Emp * DH

2.07

2, 600

.13

.01

Vuln * VEI * DH

.11

2, 600

.89

.00

Vuln * VEI * Emp

.22

2, 600

.80

.00

Sexual Assault: Blame Towards Steve
ANCOVA Analysis. An ANCOVA model tested the effects of vulnerability and
the vulnerability enhancement instruction on blame ratings for Steve using the measure of
empathy and rating of dehumanization as covariates. Table 8.2 shows that for
participants’ ratings of blame towards Steve, there was a main effect of dehumanization
and two-way interactions of empathy by dehumanization, and vulnerability enhancement
instruction by dehumanization. There was also a three-way interaction of vulnerability
enhancement instruction, empathy, and dehumanization. These effects were examined
using moderation analyses using Hayes PROCESS macro.
Table 8.2
Analysis of Variance Results for the Effects of Vulnerability and Vulnerability
Enhancement Instruction on Sexual Assault Blame Ratings for Steve Using the Measure
of Empathy and Rating of Dehumanization as Covariates.
Predictor

F-value

df

p

ηp2

Vulnerability (Vuln)

.38

2, 600

.69

.01

Vulnerability Enhancement
Instruction (VEI)
Empathy (Emp)

2.85

1, 600

.09

.01

1.30

1, 600

.25

.00
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Dehumanization (DH)

24.03

1, 600

< .001

.04

Emp * DH

7.36

1, 600

.01

.01

VEI * DH

6.85

1, 600

.01

.01

Vuln * DH

1.52

2, 600

.22

.01

VEI * Emp

3.77

1, 600

.053

.01

Vuln * Emp

.49

2, 600

.61

.00

Vuln * VEI

.003

2, 600

.99

.00

VEI * Emp * DH

7.64

1, 600

.01

.01

Vuln * Emp * DH

2.05

2, 600

.13

.01

Vuln * VEI * DH

.07

2, 600

.93

.00

Vuln * VEI * Emp

.001

2, 600

.99

.00

Moderation Analysis. First, as shown in Table 8.3, splitting the file on the
vulnerability enhancement instruction showed only the no vulnerability enhancement
instruction condition revealed the empathy main effect, the dehumanization main effect,
and the dehumanization by empathy interaction.
Table 8.3
Analysis of Variance Results for Participant’s Blame Ratings Towards Steve for the Two
Levels of the Vulnerability Enhancement Instruction.
Vulnerability Enhancement Instruction
Predictor

F-value

df

p

ηp2

Vulnerability (Vuln)

2.08

2, 300

.13

.01

Empathy (Emp)

.07

1, 300

.80

.00
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Dehumanization (DH)

4.68

1, 300

.03

.02

Emp * DH

.08

1, 300

.78

.00

Vuln * DH

.78

2, 300

.46

.01

Vuln * Emp

2.18

2, 300

.11

.01

No Vulnerability Enhancement Instruction
Predictor

F-value

df

p

ηp2

Vulnerability (Vuln)

1.49

2, 300

.23

.01

Empathy (Emp)

3.67

1, 300

.056

.01

Dehumanization (DH)

20.67

1, 300

< .001

.06

Emp * DH

10.62

1, 300

.001

.03

Vuln * DH

1.64

2, 300

.20

.01

Vuln * Emp

1.18

2, 300

.31

.01

After selecting those in the no vulnerability enhancement instruction condition,
path analyses using Hayes (2020) PROCESS macro for SPSS treated participants’
dehumanization as a predictor and participants’ empathy ratings as a moderator on the
outcome variable of perpetrator blame. The analyses tested main effects for the predictors
as well as the interactions between the predictors. Finally, simple slope, follow-up
analyses for significant interactions used 1 SD above the mean on the continuous
empathy scale for high empathy, the mean for medium empathy, and 1 SD below the
mean for low empathy.
The path model yielded a significant main effect for empathy, B = -12.63, S.E.=
6.34, 95% CI B (-25.11 to -.16), p = .04, a main effect for dehumanization, B = -59.30,
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S.E.= 12.55, 95% CI B (- 84.00 to -34.61), p < .001, and a significant interaction between
empathy and dehumanization, B = 7.21, S.E. = 2.12, 95% CI B (3.03 to 11.38), p = .001.
Conditional effects of dehumanization at each level of empathy showed significant
effects at low levels of empathy (4.76), B = -25.02, S.E. = 3.55, t = -7.05 95% CI B (32.02 to -18.04), p < .001, medium levels of empathy (5.84), B = -17.23, S.E. = 2.85, t = 6.05, 95% CI B (-22.83 to -11.62), p < .001, and high levels of empathy (6.93), B = -9.43,
S.E. = 3.77, t = -2.51, 95% CI B (-16.84 to -2.03), p = .01. Conditional effects of empathy
were only significant at high levels of dehumanization. Figure 8.1 displays the level of
blame imparted on Steve. For participants who did not receive the vulnerability
enhancement instruction and had high ratings of dehumanization towards Susan, they
were more likely to blame Steve when they had high ratings of empathy towards Susan,
and less likely when they had decreasing levels of empathy towards Susan.
Figure 8.1
Simple slope analyses showing that empathy moderates the effect of dehumanization on
blame imparted on Steve for sexual assault when participants did not receive a
vulnerability enhancement instruction.

Sexual Assault: Steve Guilt
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There was very little variability in participants decisions of Steve’s guilt. Only
one participant was very certain that Steve was not guilty. However, 209 (67%)
participants were very certain that Steve was guilty. The average guilt rating was 10.24
(SD = 1.40), meaning participants were certain Steve was guilty of sexual assault.
Because participants were mostly certain of Steve’s guilt, there was not enough
variability to conduct ANCOVA and moderation analyses on the variable of Steve’s
guilt.
Sexual Assault: Steve Punishment
ANCOVA Analysis. An ANCOVA model tested the effects of vulnerability and
the vulnerability enhancement on punishment for Steve using the measure of empathy
and rating of dehumanization as covariates. Table 8.4 shows that was a main effect of
dehumanization and a two-way interaction of vulnerability by the vulnerability
enhancement. There was also a three-way interaction of vulnerability, vulnerability
enhancement, and empathy. These effects were examined using moderation analyses
using Hayes PROCESS macro.
Table 8.4
Analysis of Variance Results for the Effects of Vulnerability and Vulnerability
Enhancement Instruction on Sexual Assault Punishment Severity Ratings for Steve Using
the Measure of Empathy and Rating of Dehumanization as Covariates.
Predictor

F-value

df

p

ηp2

Vulnerability (Vuln)

1.98

2, 600

.14

.01

Vulnerability Enhancement
Instruction (VEI)
Empathy (Emp)

.58

1, 600

.45

.00

.66

1, 600

.42

.00
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Dehumanization (DH)

6.48

1, 600

.01

.01

Emp * DH

2.30

1, 600

.13

.00

VEI * DH

.18

1, 600

.68

.00

Vuln * DH

1.01

2, 600

.37

.00

VEI * Emp

.83

1, 600

.36

.00

Vuln * Emp

1.84

2, 600

.16

.01

Vuln * VEI

7.45

2, 600

< .001

.02

VEI * Emp * DH

.29

1, 600

.59

.00

Vuln * Emp * DH

.78

2, 600

.46

.00

Vuln * VEI * DH

1.53

2, 600

.22

.01

Vuln * VEI * Emp

8.05

2, 600

< .001

.03

Moderation Analysis. Table 8.5 details that when splitting the file on
vulnerability, the context vulnerable condition revealed the vulnerability enhancement
main effect, F (1, 197) = 6.35, p = .01 and the vulnerability enhancement by empathy
interaction, F (1, 197) = 9.12, p = .003. Table 8.5 additionally shows that the
vulnerability enhancement main effect and vulnerability enhancement by empathy
interaction also emerged in the no vulnerability condition.
Table 8.5
Analysis of Variance Results for Participant’s Punishment Ratings Towards Steve for the
Three Levels of Vulnerability.
Context Vulnerability
Predictor

F-value

df

p

ηp2
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Vulnerability Enhancement
Instruction (VEI)

6.49

1, 197

.01

.03

Empathy (Emp)

1.02

1, 197

.31

.01

Dehumanization (DH)

5.73

1, 197

.02

.03

Emp * DH

3.11

1, 197

.08

.02

VEI * DH

.41

1, 197

.52

.002

VEI * Emp

9.12

1, 197

.003

.04

F-value

df

p

ηp2

Vulnerability Enhancement
Instruction (VEI)

1.30

1, 197

.26

.01

Empathy (Emp)

2.71

1, 197

.10

.01

Dehumanization (DH)

.30

1, 197

.59

.001

Emp * DH

.03

1, 197

.86

.00

VEI * DH

.10

1, 197

.76

.00

VEI * Emp

1.56

1, 197

.21

.01

F-value

df

p

ηp2

Vulnerability Enhancement
Instruction (VEI)

7.04

1, 197

.01

Empathy (Emp)

.68

1, 197

.41

Dehumanization (DH)

2.54

1, 197

.11

Person Vulnerability
Predictor

No Vulnerability
Predictor
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Emp * DH

.57

1, 197

.45

VEI * DH

2.82

1, 197

.10

VEI * Emp

5.88

1, 197

.02

Moderation Analyses for Context Vulnerable Condition. First selecting those in
the context vulnerable condition, path analyses using Hayes (2020) PROCESS macro for
SPSS treated the vulnerability enhancement instruction as a predictor and participants’
empathy ratings as a moderator on the outcome variable of perpetrator punishment. The
analyses tested main effects for the predictors as well as the interactions between the
predictors. Finally, simple slope, follow-up analyses for significant interactions used 1
SD above the mean on the continuous empathy scale for high empathy, the mean for
medium empathy, and 1 SD below the mean for low empathy.
The path model yielded a significant main effect for empathy, B = -.62, S.E.= .32,
95% CI B (-1.24 to -.001), p = .05, a main effect for vulnerability enhancement, B = 3.78, S.E.= 1.21, 95% CI B (-6.16 to -1.40), p = .002, and a significant interaction
between empathy and vulnerability enhancement, B = 0.64, S.E. = .21, 95% CI B (.24 to
1.04), p = .002. Conditional effects of the vulnerability enhancement at each level of
empathy showed significant effects at low levels of empathy (4.73), B = -.77, S.E. = .32, t
= -2.39, 95% CI B (-1.39 to -.13), p = .02 and high levels of empathy (6.97), B = .66, S.E.
= .32, t = 2.07, 95% CI B (.03 to 1.30), p = .04, but not medium levels of empathy (5.85),
B = -.05, S.E. = .23, t = -.23, 95% CI B (-.50 to .39), p = .82. Figure 8.2 displays the
ratings of punishment severity towards Steve. When participants who read that Susan was
contextually vulnerable had low levels of empathy (4.73) towards Susan, receiving the
vulnerability enhancement instruction resulted in higher perpetrator punishment ratings.
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When participants who read that Susan was contextually vulnerable had high levels of
empathy (6.97), receiving the vulnerability enhancement instruction was not protective,
and resulted in lower perpetrator punishment ratings. The discussion section takes up this
unexpected finding regarding empathy and the vulnerability enhancement instruction at
greater length.
Figure 8.2
Simple slope analyses showing that the effects of the vulnerability enhancement
instruction on sexual assault perpetrator punishment ratings are different at low and high
levels of empathy when Susan is contextually vulnerable.

Moderation Analyses for No Vulnerability Condition. Next, selecting those in
the no vulnerability condition, path analyses using Hayes (2020) PROCESS macro for
SPSS again treated the vulnerability enhancement instruction as a predictor and
participants’ empathy ratings as a moderator on the outcome variable of perpetrator
punishment. The analyses tested main effects for the predictors as well as the interactions
between the predictors. Finally, simple slope, follow-up analyses for significant
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interactions used 1 SD above the mean on the continuous empathy scale for high
empathy, the mean for medium empathy, and 1 SD below the mean for low empathy.
The path model yielded a significant main effect for empathy, B = 1.11, S.E.= .29,
95% CI B (.54 to 1.67), p < .001, a main effect for the vulnerability enhancement, B =
2.50, S.E.= 1.17, 95% CI B (.19 to 4.81), p = .03, and a marginally significant interaction
between empathy and the vulnerability enhancement, B = -.37, S.E. = .19, 95% CI B (-.75
to .02), p = .058. Conditional effects of the vulnerability enhancement at each level of
empathy showed significant effects at low levels of empathy (4.71), B = .75, S.E. = .32, t
= 2.32, 95% CI B (-.11 to 1.39), p = .02, but not at medium levels of empathy (5.89), B =
.32, S.E. = .23, t = 1.42, 95% CI B (-.12 to .76), p = .16, nor high levels of empathy
(7.00), B = -.09, S.E. = .30, t = -.32, 95% CI B (-.69 to .50), p = .76. Figure 8.3 displays
the ratings of punishment severity towards Steve for participants who did not receive
vulnerability information about Susan. Participants who had low empathy (4.71) towards
Susan and received the vulnerability enhancement instruction had lower ratings of
punishment severity towards Steve than when they did not receive the vulnerability
enhancement instruction. The discussion takes up this contradictory finding in more
detail.
Figure 8.3
Simple slope analyses showing that the effects of the vulnerability enhancement
instruction on sexual assault perpetrator punishment ratings are different at low levels of
empathy when there is no mention of Susan’s vulnerability status.
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8.4 Experiment 3 Discussion
After having read the sexual assault vignette modified from Franklin and
Mennaker (2015) and Loughnan et al. (2013), participants made decisions about both the
perpetrator and the victim. While 89% of participants blamed the perpetrator for the
sexual assault, 24.1% also blamed the victim, demonstrating uncertainty in how to
respond to the different parties involved in a sexual assault. Interestingly, Susan’s
vulnerability status did not predict blame towards Susan. In fact, there were no effects for
vulnerability on the victim blame outcome variable showing no support for H8b, that
survivor vulnerabilities would result in increased victim blame ratings for the sexual
assault. Along those same lines, there were very few effects involving vulnerability, and
survivor vulnerabilities did not predict increased dehumanization or decreased empathy,
as H7b and H6b would suggest. However outside of vulnerabilities, empathy was
protective against not having a vulnerability enhancement instruction and high
dehumanization. When participants did not receive the vulnerability enhancement
instruction but had high levels of dehumanization towards Susan, empathy was protective
against the negative impact of dehumanization. Participants then had increased blame
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ratings towards Steve when they had high empathy towards Susan. Further, there was a
positive correlation between blame ratings towards Steve and empathy for Susan, r = .23,
p < .001. The more empathy participants felt towards Susan, the more likely they were to
blame Steve.
Suggesting partial support for H11b, that providing a vulnerability enhancement
instruction would lead to favorable legal judgments towards the survivor, the
enhancement instruction led to favorable legal judgments towards the survivor when the
survivor was contextually vulnerable, and participants had little empathy towards her.
Under those conditions, participants imparted more blame on the perpetrator. However,
the vulnerability enhancement instruction did not operate as intended outside these
narrow parameters of context vulnerability paired with low empathy. When participants
had high empathy for Susan when she was contextually vulnerable or when they had low
empathy for Susan when she not vulnerable, the vulnerability enhancement instruction
led to harmful judgments for the survivor. When Susan was not vulnerable and
participants had low empathy towards her, it was likely that low empathy that led to these
harmful judgments. However, when there was high empathy for a vulnerable sexual
assault survivor, it is possible there were other stereotypes or biases about sexual assault
at play. That is, perhaps empathetic reactions towards a vulnerable survivor elicited
negative associations between victimization and vulnerability, resulting in harsher
survivor judgments.
Since both high empathy for a contextually vulnerable Susan and low empathy
with no vulnerability led to decreased perpetrator punishment decisions, H11b is partially
supported. There was some support for the vulnerability enhancement instruction being
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protective, but these effects did not extend beyond a narrow range of factors.
Additionally, these findings partially support H10b which predicted that vulnerabilities
would lead to decreased perpetrator blame and decreased perpetrator punishment, but
results showed this was the case only when Susan was contextually vulnerable,
participants had low empathy towards her, and participants received the vulnerability
enhancement instruction. While not answering exploratory question 1b fully, it does help
to clarify that in a sexual assault scenario it is context vulnerability, not person
vulnerability, that drives any vulnerability decisions.
In summary, for sexual assault scenarios, vulnerability and the vulnerability
enhancement instruction did not offer strong predictions or explanations of victim blame,
perpetrator blame, nor perpetrator punishment. Dehumanization and empathy drove
participants’ decisions more so than the survivor’s vulnerability status. Further,
presenting a vulnerable victim enhancement for punishment or not (as in the sentencing
guidelines of 18 U.S.C.S. Appx § 3A1.1) did not serve to consistently protect against
harmful decisions.
CHAPTER 9: GENERAL DISCUSSION
Conceptualizing Vulnerability
The Role of Context
Experiences of poverty and sexual violence were the strongest predictors in how
participants conceptualized vulnerability in Experiment 1. Both factors consistently
revealed eeffects on weakness, strength, and vulnerability. Participants rated someone
experiencing either poverty or sexual violence as more vulnerable, weaker, and less
strong. In addition, participants rated someone experiencing both poverty and sexual
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violence as the lowest in strength, the highest in weakness, and the lowest in
vulnerability. These results suggest it is not who a person is, but what they have
experienced that impacts perceptions of vulnerability. This supports what Enang et al.
(2019) found; situational or contextual factors often overshadowed details about the
person when determining vulnerability. It seems that people had an easier time making
sense out of the more tangible context factors than person factors and that allowed them
to act based on a belief in a just world (see Lerner, 1980, for a review). That is, to protect
themselves against the uncomfortable beliefs that they could experience these situational
or contextual threats, participants attributed the context to the individuals themselves. In
other words, they reasoned that there must have been some internal explanation for why
the individual experienced poverty or sexual violence – namely that these individuals
were weak, not strong, and vulnerable.
The Role of Person Factors
In addition to the results showing context drives perceptions of vulnerabilities,
Experiment 1 supported Enang’s et al. (2019) argument that we lack agreed upon
conceptual definitions of vulnerability and that empirical analyses offer little help.
Participants used contextual factors, person factors, and even sometimes both person and
contextual factors to make decisions about vulnerability. An accepted definition of
vulnerability would have limited the use of this wide range of factors.
When looking at person factors in isolation, the effects on vulnerability
perceptions were not always in the expected directions. For example, participants rated
older people as stronger than younger people and as a result, less vulnerable. This
contrasts with Brown and Gordon’s (2016) work that found a vulnerability inherent in
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older victims of crime as well as studies of work discrimination (see Farnum and Wiener,
2016) that similarly found a high risk of vulnerability in advanced age. It is possible that
participants in the current study were relying less on stereotypical assumptions of older
individuals because they lacked a context to anchor the concept of old age. Both Brown
and Gordon (2016) and Farnum and Wiener (2016) found older crime victims and older
workers were more vulnerable. Both person and context factors could have shaped those
vulnerability decisions. Since the abstract notion of “older people” does not provide the
context, we observed the unexpected finding of participants rating older people as
stronger.
Even with contextual factors established, some person factors played a role in
affecting decisions of vulnerability – however not always in the expected directions. For
example, younger females not experiencing poverty were rated as more vulnerable than
both adult females and older adult females not experiencing poverty. Additionally, there
were lower ratings of vulnerability for adults experiencing poverty as compared to young
adults experiencing poverty. Perhaps an explanation for these unexpected age findings is
that participants did not think of an “elderly” person as an older adult, nor a “middleaged” person as an adult or a “minor” as a young adult. These age groups can have a
considerable range, so that people like see 60 as very different than 89, and 27 very
different than 45. Because we did not ask participants how old the described individuals
were, individualized assumptions about what “young”, “adult”, and “old” meant may
have driven participants’ decisions when they were using person factors. This is a
limitation of the current project. Future work should provide participants with a range of
specific ages rather than using concepts like “young”, “adult”, and “old”.
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Swedish researchers Mattson and Giertz (2020) first recognized the necessity of
looking at both person and contextual factors, arguing that vulnerability is an inevitable
feature of the human condition that manifests differently in different contexts. However,
our results suggest that perhaps context plays a larger role than initially thought. These
results help further define what specific contexts drive perceptions of vulnerability –
namely experiences of poverty and sexual violence – but also demonstrate how taking
person level factors such as age and gender into consideration alongside to or even
independent of those context factors can lead to unexpected results. In order to fully
understand vulnerability, we may need a theory that integrates individualized factors,
person factors and context factors.
The Effects of Vulnerability –Protective or Dehumanizing?
Vulnerability’s Effects Depend on the Reactions Elicited
Experiment 1 focused on the understanding the way participants conceptualized
vulnerability. Experiments 2 and 3 examined the effects of participants’ perceptions of
vulnerability on legal judgments and found that empathy and dehumanization qualified
the effects. For example, to the extent to which a sex trafficking victim’s vulnerability
elicited empathy, participants reacted more favorably towards her. Participants expressed
more empathy when the sex trafficking survivor possessed either person or context
vulnerabilities, which in turn predicted lower blame ratings towards the survivor and an
increased certainty that authorities should provide the survivor with services. Just as
Berry & Wiener (in preparation) and Franklin and Menaker (2015) found, empathy
consistently drove decisions about vulnerable survivors in a way that was protective.
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These protective decisions primarily involved decisions that affected the survivor directly
– that is, her level of blame and whether she should receive services.
However, for sexual assault survivors, vulnerability and the vulnerability
enhancement instruction did not consistently predict victim blame, perpetrator blame, nor
perpetrator punishment. Dehumanization and empathy predicted participants’ decisions
more than the survivor’s manipulated vulnerability status. These findings align with prior
research which demonstrated that people sometimes dehumanize survivors of sexual
assault and blame them for their own victimization (Bongiorno et al., 2013; Morris et al.
2018; Puvia & Vaes 2013; Reimer et al., 2018; Rudman & Mescher 2012; Vaes et al.
2011). However, the current project expands on prior work by adding the observation that
empathy can be protective against dehumanization, leading to increased perpetrator
blame. Additionally, it showed that a vulnerability enhancement instruction could lead to
favorable legal judgments towards the survivor, but only under a narrow set of
conditions. That is, when the survivor was contextually vulnerable, and participants
expressed little empathy towards her, participants imparted more blame on the perpetrator
when enhancement instructions guided their judgments.
The current project considered how the psychology of vulnerability interacts with
the law of vulnerability by considering the question, “Does labeling a victim as
“vulnerable” offer protection, create a bias, or even encourage dehumanization?” Munro
and Scoular (2012) suggested that labelling people as vulnerable may tokenize the
concept by tying it to stereotypes of a typical victim. On the other hand, labelling people
as vulnerable may be wholly protective. Our results showed that vulnerability can be both
– protective and dehumanizing – depending on moderating factors. Perhaps one reason
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why vulnerabilities were helpful for sex trafficking survivors but harmful for sexual
assault survivors is that people view sex trafficking survivors with limited agency, in
part, because of their vulnerable status as Berry & Wiener (in preparation) hypothesized.
Vulnerabilities were therefore more protective for sex trafficking survivors because they
elicited more empathy, but this was not the case for sexual assault survivors. One
explanation for the findings across both Experiment 2 and 3 is that participants’ reactions
to survivors’ vulnerabilities are more important than the vulnerabilities themselves.
Dehumanization and empathy drove participants’ decisions more so than the survivor’s
vulnerability status. However, limiting this conclusion is that the vulnerabilities were
experimental manipulated factors, while dehumanization and empathy were passive
individual difference measures. If future research that experimentally replicates these
findings with manipulated vulnerabilities, manipulated empathy, and manipulated
dehumanization, then efforts should be made to increase empathetic reactions towards
survivors and block attempts at dehumanization of survivors.
The Role of the Law in Conjunction with Vulnerability
In the federal criminal law, vulnerabilities sometimes translate to increased
culpability and punishment enhancement. Statutory definitions of vulnerability focus on a
victim’s physical characteristics and other factors relating to the victim’s person (18
U.S.C.S. Appx section 3A1.1). Sentencing guidelines offer an adjustment for a
vulnerable victim “if the defendant knew or should have known that a victim of the
offense was a vulnerable victim” (18 U.S.C.S. Appx section 3A1.1, paragraph B). The
courts have considered characteristics of a victim, the victim’s reaction to the criminal
conduct, and circumstances surrounding the criminal act to establish vulnerability under
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the federal law (United States v. Peters, 1992). In this context, vulnerable victim
enhancement serves as an aggravating factor, meaning the court can increase the
defendant’s sentence by 2 levels. In Experiments 2 and 3, we manipulated a vulnerability
enhancement instruction using case law and 18 U.S.C.S. Appx section 3A1.1 as a
framework. When participants received the vulnerability enhancement instruction for a
context vulnerable sex trafficking survivor, participants felt more empathy and were more
likely to choose services for her. However, this was only the case for sex trafficking
survivors. For sexual assault survivors, the vulnerability enhancement instruction was
only beneficial within a narrow scope: for survivors who are contextually vulnerable, and
even then, only when participants felt little empathy towards. While the intent of
providing a vulnerability enhancement instruction was to provide participants with a
mechanism to conceptualize and apply vulnerability to legal judgments (Enang et al.,
2012; United States v. Peters, 1992), participants ultimately did not utilize that guidance
to modify their judgments to take into consideration the impact of vulnerability on
punishment decisions especially so for sexual assault survivors. Perhaps, in a court of
law, a jury receiving instructions from a judge and closing arguments from an attorney
might make more use of vulnerability enhancements. Future research that manipulates
these factors in ways that more closely matches the constructs of a jury trial should test
out this possibility.
Implications for Theory
This research has the potential to impact theory regarding the treatment of
trafficking survivors as well as the development of a comprehensive and uniform
definition and assessment of vulnerability. Prior work has shown that community
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members sometimes punish sex trafficking survivors for their involvement in
prostitution, but a survivor’s vulnerability status protects against these punishing
decisions (Berry & Wiener, in preparation; Franklin & Mennaker, 2015; Wiener et al.,
2021). The current project builds on these results by showing how empathy arising from
vulnerability can mitigate the harmful effects of dehumanization driving punishing
decisions. Extending theories of victim blame, this research shows that empathy,
dehumanization, and vulnerabilities contribute to decisions about sex trafficking
survivors.
These results also help to shape a comprehensive and uniform definition and
assessment of vulnerability by providing evidence for some specific moderators of
perceptions of vulnerability. For instance, empathy is a common thread between the two
types of sexual violence, which helps to ensure that participants made protective
decisions. High empathy mitigated negative effects of dehumanization for both sex
trafficking and sexual assault survivors. Further, while researchers have identified various
negative outcomes for which vulnerable populations are at risk, including psychological
distress (Sinclair & Wallson, 1999; Winkel et al., 2003), health problems (Choi, 2020;
Grandison et al., 2020), and victimization (Brown & Gordon, 2019; Hiday et al. 1999;
Merrin et al. 2016; Pimentel et al., 2015), this work identifies harmful legal judgments
including victim blaming and decreased perpetrator punishment as other negative
outcomes that impacts vulnerable populations experiencing sexual violence.
Implications for Practice
This research also has implications for practitioners and policy makers in the
realms of sex trafficking and sexual assault. For sex trafficking, prior work (Wiener et al.,

135
2021) found describing a sex trafficking survivor as coming from an unstable home life
with mental health issues, or high vulnerability, as a positive factor that protected against
punishing legal decisions. However, it was unclear why this happened. Experiment 2
showed that feelings of empathy resulting from descriptions of vulnerability might
explain some of these prior results. Similarly for sexual assault, Bach et al. (2021)
identified a dilemma in that service providers were unclear if acknowledging a survivor’s
vulnerability to sexual assault was helpful or harmful, because vulnerability could
stigmatize survivors with a negatively connotated label. Experiment 3 helped show that
empathy was protective, even when participations were reacting with dehumanization to
vulnerable survivors. Thus, these correlational findings suggest that increasing
empathetic reactions toward survivors and decreasing the dehumanization of survivors
might be protective of survivors of both types of sexual violence. Future efforts that try to
modify these reactions experimentally will be helpful to causally demonstrate the impact
of increasing empathy and decreasing dehumanization and ultimately may develop useful
tools for practitioners who interact directly with sexual violence on an individual level.
Limitations
These studies’ key findings make contributions to our understanding of the
intersection the psychology of vulnerability and the law of vulnerability. Nonetheless, the
studies are not without their limitations. First, the subjects in all three studies were
community members, not legal or service professionals. Although community member
perceptions have the potential to influence policy decisions, they do not directly impact
experiences or treatment within the legal system. As such, it is important to replicate the
current work using a sample that consists of legal actors, including police officers,
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judges, county attorneys, social workers, and service providers. It is possible these
individuals who have more training as to how to react towards vulnerable individuals,
may not rely as heavily on their own perceptions to make judgments of blame and
culpability.
Additionally, the manipulation of gender in Experiment 1 was only modestly
successful. This was an unexpected limitation, as participants were able to correctly
answer manipulation checks concerning age, context factors of poverty, and the
occurrence of sexual violence. Perhaps, because all four factors were presented in the
same descriptive sentence, participants assumed the social group being described were
females since people normally associate sexual violence with women. Thus, societal
stereotypes of who experiences sexual violence could have affected discernments of
gender.
A third limitation involves the manipulation of the vulnerability enhancement
instruction. The varying and minimal effects of the vulnerability enhancement instruction
suggests that more research on the impacts of a vulnerability enhancement instruction is
needed, especially since the current manipulation was not as successful as hoped. Future
work should test additional ways of adding vulnerability to legal definitions. It is also
possible that vulnerability ratings are not the best way to measure participants’
comprehension of the vulnerability enhancement instruction, especially since we did find
some promising effects for the vulnerability enhancement instruction, namely that when
the law of the case presented a vulnerable victim enhancement for punishment of a sex
trafficker, participants responded with increased services for the survivor. However, this
protective outcome only emerged reliably in the case for sex trafficking and not sexual
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assault, again speaking to the need for increased study of manipulating a vulnerability
enhancement instruction.
Future Directions
Several new lines of research could emerge from the current project. First, future
studies should explore other factors such as race. In Experiments 2 and 3, we did ask as
an exploratory question what race participants thought of when they read about Susan
and Steve in experiments 2 and 3. Regardless of whether Susan was a sex trafficking
survivor or a sexual assault survivor, more than half of participants (66.9% and 60.5%,
respectively) thought Susan was White. Very few thought she was Black, 4.6% and 4.0%
in Experiments 2 and 3, respectively. Almost 29% in the sex trafficking scenario and
36% in the sexual assault scenario selected they did not think of a particular race when
reading about Susan. Similar patterns held for Steve’s race – regardless of whether Steve
was involved in sex trafficking or sexual assault, more than half of participants (71.7%
and 62%, respectively) thought Steve was white. Again, as with Susan, very few thought
Steve was black, 3.5% and 3.9% in Experiments 2 and 3, respectively. Almost 25% in the
sex trafficking scenario and 32% in the sexual assault scenario selected they did not think
of a particular race when reading about Steve. Therefore, participants primarily thought
of White individuals or did not think of any race when reading about perpetrators and
victims involved in both sexual assault and sex trafficking. The current study did not
intend to examine race and instead let it vary according to the participants own implicit
categorizations. Therefore, it is silent on how participants react to vulnerability with
people of color in situations of sexual violence, so that future research should manipulate
race to study those effects.
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Another avenue of future work is to compare different types of sexual violence
directly. That would require an experimental design would manipulate the type of sexual
violence in the same study. The current project focused on the legal implications of
arresting a sex trafficking survivor (of which there is no correlate for arresting a sexual
assault survivor) so direct comparisons were unavailable. However, future work should
examine these differences in a way that does not focus on the arrest of the victim but
instead on victim and perpetrator blame and responsibility to directly test the moderating
effects of type of crime on the results reported above.
Conclusion
While individuals often categorize vulnerability based on seemingly
“undesirable” traits such as weakness, dependency, or social disadvantage (Belmont
Report, 1979; Enang et al., 2019; Mattson & Geirtz, 2020), when people evaluate those
with vulnerable characteristics, they do not always display negative judgments. This
paper suggests many factors go into judgments of vulnerability and suggests that the
justice system would better serve survivors if the law adequately incorporated
psychological research to come up with a more consistent treatment of vulnerability.
Experiment 1 offers some guidance for policy and laws meant to protect vulnerable
individuals by showing that contextual factors drive perceptions of vulnerability most
consistently. Experiments 2 and 3 offers similar guidance for laws meant to assist
survivors of sexual violence with empirical observations of the complexities that need to
be taking into consideration in shaping a more comprehensive and uniform definition and
assessment of vulnerability. Indeed, it is not vulnerability alone but the reactions it elicits
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that drive legal judgments. Together all three studies showed that vulnerability can be
both protective and dehumanizing – depending upon the specific perceptions it elicits.
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Appendix A: Experiment 1 Materials
The purpose of this study is to learn how people think about others who may be
similar or dissimilar to themselves. Below are a series of questions that pertain to a social
group that we would like you to think about as you answer the questions below.
Please answer the questions as according to how you think about: [Each participant will
answer for one of the following 24 groups:
Group 1: Younger males (25 years old or less) who are not experiencing poverty
and who have not been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 2: Older males (60 years or older) who are not experiencing poverty and
who have not been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 3: Adult males (between 26 and 59 years old) who are not experiencing
poverty and who have not been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 4: Younger females (25 years old or less) who are not experiencing
poverty and who have not been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 5: Older females (60 years or older) who are not experiencing poverty and
who have not been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 6: Adult females (between 26 and 59 years old) who are not experiencing
poverty and who have not been a victim of sexual violence.
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Group 7: Younger males (25 years old or less) who are experiencing poverty and
who have not been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 8: Older males (60 years or older) who are experiencing poverty and who
have not been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 9: Adult males (between 26 and 59 years old) who are experiencing
poverty and who have not been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 10: Younger females (25 years old or less) who are experiencing poverty
and who have not been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 11: Older females (60 years or older) who are experiencing poverty and
who have not been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 12: Adult females (between 26 and 59 years old) who are experiencing
poverty and who have not been a victim of sexual violence.

Group 13: Younger males (25 years old or less) who are not experiencing poverty
and who have been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 14: Older males (60 years or older) who are not experiencing poverty and
who have been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 15: Adult males (between 26 and 59 years old) who are not experiencing
poverty and who have been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 16: Younger females (25 years old or less) who are not experiencing
poverty and who have been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 17: Older females (60 years or older) who are not experiencing poverty
and who have been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 18: Adult females (between 26 and 59 years old) who are not experiencing
poverty and who have been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 19: Younger males (25 years old or less) who are experiencing poverty and
who have been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 20: Older males (60 years or older) who are experiencing poverty and who
have been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 21: Adult males (between 26 and 59 years old) who are experiencing
poverty and who have been a victim of sexual violence.
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Group 22: Younger females (25 years old or less) who are experiencing poverty
and who have been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 23: Older females (60 years or older) who are experiencing poverty and
who have been a victim of sexual violence.
Group 24: Adult females (between 26 and 59 years old) who are experiencing
poverty and who have been a victim of sexual violence.
Questions *Randomized Order*
1 (very much not) to 11 (very much so)
1. How weak is the group?
2. How dependent is the group?
3. How socially disadvantaged is the group?
4. How strong is the group?
5. How independent is the group?
6. How socially advantaged is the group?
Dependent Variable:
1 (very certain this group is not vulnerable) to 11 (very certain this group is vulnerable)
1. How vulnerable is this group?

Manipulation checks: (before demographics)
1. How old was the group that you rated? a) 25 years or younger b) 60 years or
older
c) between 26 and 60 years old
2. What was the gender of the group that you rated? a) male b) female
3. Did the group you rated experience poverty? a) yes b) no
4. Did the group you rated experience a sexual assault? a) yes b) no
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Appendix B: Experiment 2 Materials
CONTEXT VULNERABLE, LEGAL VULNERABLE DESCRIPTION
The Story of Steven Bolden and Susan Oliver
Susan meets Steven:
Steve Bolden met Susan Oliver in bar in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania on a summer
evening in 2016. Susan was sitting at the bar when Steve walked in and sat down next to
her. After a few drinks Steve started telling Susan all about his troubles. He claimed that
he was lonely and in the process of divorcing his wife. Susan listened sympathetically
and tried to comfort him. She told him a great deal about herself and especially how
much she hated her job. The two got together several times after their meeting at the bar
and before long were involved in an intimate relationship. Steve learned a lot about
Susan, namely that Susan grew up in a poor inner-city neighborhood in Chicago
where she had dropped out of high school in the 11th grade. Her mother was a single
parent who was unable to provide a wholesome and financially stable home life for
her two daughters, Susan, and her younger sister Amy. After she left high school,
Susan worked part time as a server in cheap restaurant in her hometown. One day
she had decided to leave her hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in
Pittsburgh that she learned about through a waitress friend.
Susan goes to work for Steven:
Several weeks into their relationship, Steve told Susan that in the long run he
wanted to take care of her, eventually get married and have children with her. Steve
explained that in the short run, he wanted to take Susan away from the job that she hated
and said that he could do that if she was willing to work for him having sex occasionally
with other men for money. Steve promised to take care of everything and give her
everything she wanted and needed. Susan believed Steve and engaged in sexual acts with
other men, giving up all the money she earned to Steve who took care of all her needs.
Steve took Susan on trips up and down the east coast acting as both her manager and as
her boyfriend. The two continued their relationship and as it deepened Susan grew
dependent upon Steve for food, shelter and all her other needs. During this time Susan
earned over $50,000 for Steve working for him in the commercial sex trade. Steve
advertised Susan on local webpages and arranged for her to meet men and have sex for
money.
Steve became more and more controlling and told Susan that she couldn't talk to
any other men beside the ones that he had arranged for her to service. Before long Susan
grew tired of the arrangement and began to verbally “smart off” to Steve. When she did
so Steve threatened to hit Susan and demanded that she treat him with the respect that he
deserved.
The police investigation:
At this point Susan decided to leave Steve and run away to try to live on her own.
Susan found it very difficult to be without Steve, she missed him, and eventually came
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back asking for his forgiveness and promising never to run away again. Shortly after this
happened Steve arranged for Susan to engage in sex for money at a local hotel in a small
town in Maryland. Steve had advertised the Susan on a website known for finding
women for commercial sex. Steve drove Susan to the hotel but they were surprised by
police officers instead of customers. The police officers had set up a sting operation
using the website, which Steve used for advertising women. The police arrested Steve
and detained Susan for questioning. The police learned that Susan grew up in a poor
inner-city neighborhood in Chicago where she had dropped out of high school in the
11th grade. Her mother was a single parent who was unable to provide a wholesome
and financially stable home life for her two daughters, Susan, and her younger sister
Amy. After she left high school, Susan worked part time as a server in cheap
restaurant in her hometown and had come to Pittsburgh to initially work as a
cocktail waitress.
EMPATHY SCALE (Haegerich and Bottoms, 2000; Stevenson et al., 2013, alpha
averages .85)
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)
Rate the extent to which you feel empathy for Susan
Rate the extent to which you feel like you can easily take the perspective of Susan
Rate the extent to which you can experience the same feelings as Susan
DEHUMANIZATION SCALES (Bastian et al., 2013, alphas ranging from .70 - .90)
Consider the survivor in this situation and rate your agreement with the following
statements:
1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely so)
Human Nature Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was open minded, like she could think clearly about things
[reversed]
I felt like Susan was emotional, like she was responsive and warm [reversed]
I felt like Susan was superficial, like she had no depth
I felt like Susan was mechanical and cold, like a robot
Human Uniqueness Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was refined and cultured [reversed]
I felt like Susan was rational and logical, like she was intelligent [reversed]
I felt like Susan lacked self-restraint, like an animal
I felt like Susan was unsophisticated
BLAME JUDGMENTS (Franklin & Mennaker, 2015, alpha = .87)
1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree)
Susan is to blame for the situation
Susan is responsible for the situation
Susan is the cause of the situation
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Steve is to blame for the situation
Steve is responsible for the situation
Steve is the cause of the situation
VULNERABILITY
1 (strongly believe survivor was not vulnerable) to 11 (strongly believe survivor was
vulnerable)
How vulnerable was Susan as a person?
How vulnerable to coercion was Susan?
How vulnerable to sex trafficking was Susan?
PUNISHMENT, LEGAL JUDGMENTS
Steve is guilty of sex trafficking if he recruited, enticed, harbored, transported, provided,
obtained, advertised, maintained, patronized, or solicited by any means Susan; knowing,
or in reckless disregard of the fact, that it would cause Susan to engage in a commercial
sex act. Steven is guilty if he used means of force, threats of force, fraud, coercion or any
combination of such means to complete this action. In order for you to find Steve guilty
of sex trafficking Susan, you must believe beyond a reasonable doubt, that he engaged in
the actions prohibited in the definition.
Susan may have been particularly vulnerable to Steve’s coercion tactics and threats
of violence, forcing her to engage in commercial sex activity. A vulnerable victim is
one who “is unusually vulnerable due to age, physical or mental condition, or who is
otherwise particularly susceptible to criminal conduct”. Psychological research has
suggested age, sexual experience, social norms, and lower levels of sexual
communication are vulnerability factors contributing to sexually coercive
experiences. Sentencing guidelines say “if the defendant knew or should have known
that a victim of the offense was a vulnerable victim” the defendant can be punished
more harshly (18 U.S.C.S. Appx section 3A1.1, paragraph B).
Based on this information above, how certain are you that Steven is guilty of sex
trafficking?
1 (not at all certain) to 11 (very certain)
What level of punishment does Steve deserve for his role in the situation?
1 (the least severe punishment) to 11 (the most severe punishment)
For the next set of questions use the following legal definition of prostitution:
Prostitution is a sexual act or contact with another person in return for giving or
receiving a fee or a thing of value.
Should the legal system arrest Susan for engaging in sex acts for money
(prostitution) or provide her services to help her recover from the sex trafficking?
Arrest for prostitution vs. Provide needed services
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How certain are you of your answer to the question above?
50 % certain (neither certain nor uncertain) to 100 % certain (very certain)
CONTEXT VULNERABLE, NO LEGAL VULNERABLE DESCRIPTION
Susan meets Steven:
Steve Bolden met Susan Oliver in bar in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania on a summer evening in
2016. Susan was sitting at the bar when Steve walked in and sat down next to her. After a
few drinks Steve started telling Susan all about his troubles. He claimed that he was
lonely and in the process of divorcing his wife. Susan listened sympathetically and tried
to comfort him. She told him a great deal about herself and especially how much she
hated her job. The two got together several times after their meeting at the bar and before
long were involved in an intimate relationship. Steve learned a lot about Susan, namely
that Susan grew up in a poor inner-city neighborhood in Chicago where she had
dropped out of high school in the 11th grade. Her mother was a single parent who
was unable to provide a wholesome and financially stable home life for her two
daughters, Susan, and her younger sister Amy. After she left high school, Susan
worked part time as a server in cheap restaurant in her hometown. One day she had
decided to leave her hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in
Pittsburgh that she learned about through a waitress friend.
Susan goes to work for Steven:
Several weeks into their relationship, Steve told Susan that in the long run he
wanted to take care of her, eventually get married and have children with her. Steve
explained that in the short run, he wanted to take Susan away from the job that she hated
and said that he could do that if she was willing to work for him having sex occasionally
with other men for money. Steve promised to take care of everything and give her
everything she wanted and needed. Susan believed Steve and engaged in sexual acts with
other men, giving up all the money she earned to Steve who took care of all her needs.
Steve took Susan on trips up and down the east coast acting as both her manager and as
her boyfriend. The two continued their relationship and as it deepened Susan grew
dependent upon Steve for food, shelter and all her other needs. During this time Susan
earned over $50,000 for Steve working for him in the commercial sex trade. Steve
advertised Susan on local webpages and arranged for her to meet men and have sex for
money.
Steve became more and more controlling and told Susan that she couldn't talk to
any other men beside the ones that he had arranged for her to service. Before long Susan
grew tired of the arrangement and began to verbally “smart off” to Steve. When she did
so Steve threatened to hit Susan and demanded that she treat him with the respect that he
deserved.
The police investigation:
At this point Susan decided to leave Steve and run away to try to live on her own.
Susan found it very difficult to be without Steve, she missed him, and eventually came
back asking for his forgiveness and promising never to run away again. Shortly after this
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happened Steve arranged for Susan to engage in sex for money at a local hotel in a small
town in Maryland. Steve had advertised the Susan on a website known for finding
women for commercial sex. Steve drove Susan to the hotel but they were surprised by
police officers instead of customers. The police officers had set up a sting operation
using the website, which Steve used for advertising women. The police arrested Steve
and detained Susan for questioning. The police learned that Susan grew up in a poor
inner-city neighborhood in Chicago where she had dropped out of high school in the
11th grade. Her mother was a single parent who was unable to provide a wholesome
and financially stable home life for her two daughters, Susan, and her younger sister
Amy. After she left high school, Susan worked part time as a server in cheap
restaurant in her hometown and had come to Pittsburgh to initially work as a
cocktail waitress.
EMPATHY SCALE (Haegerich and Bottoms, 2000; Stevenson et al., 2013)
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)
Rate the extent to which you feel empathy for Susan
Rate the extent to which you feel like you can easily take the perspective of Susan
Rate the extent to which you can experience the same feelings as Susan
DEHUMANIZATION SCALES (Bastian et al., 2013, alphas ranging from .70 - .90)
Consider the survivor in this situation and rate your agreement with the following
statements:
1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely so)
Human Nature Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was open minded, like she could think clearly about things
[reversed]
I felt like Susan was emotional, like she was responsive and warm [reversed]
I felt like Susan was superficial, like she had no depth
I felt like Susan was mechanical and cold, like a robot
Human Uniqueness Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was refined and cultured [reversed]
I felt like Susan was rational and logical, like she was intelligent [reversed]
I felt like Susan lacked self-restraint, like an animal
I felt like Susan was unsophisticated
BLAME JUDGMENTS (Franklin & Mennaker, 2015)
1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree)
Susan is to blame for the situation
Susan is responsible for the situation
Susan is the cause of the situation
Steve is to blame for the situation
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Steve is responsible for the situation
Steve is the cause of the situation
VULNERABILITY
1 (strongly believe survivor was not vulnerable) to 11 (strongly believe survivor was
vulnerable)
How vulnerable was Susan as a person?
How vulnerable to coercion was Susan?
How vulnerable to sex trafficking was Susan?
PUNISHMENT, LEGAL JUDGMENTS
Steve is guilty of sex trafficking if he recruited, enticed, harbored, transported, provided,
obtained, advertised, maintained, patronized, or solicited by any means Susan; knowing,
or in reckless disregard of the fact, that it would cause Susan to engage in a commercial
sex act. Steven is guilty if he used means of force, threats of force, fraud, coercion or any
combination of such means to complete this action. In order for you to find Steve guilty
of sex trafficking Susan, you must believe beyond a reasonable doubt, that he engaged in
the actions prohibited in the definition.
Based on this information above, how certain are you that Steven is guilty of sex
trafficking?
1 (not at all certain) to 11 (very certain)
What level of punishment does Steve deserve for his role in the situation?
1 (the least severe punishment) to 11 (the most severe punishment)
For the next set of questions use the following legal definition of prostitution:
Prostitution is a sexual act or contact with another person in return for giving or
receiving a fee or a thing of value.
Should the legal system arrest Susan for engaging in sex acts for money
(prostitution) or provide her services to help her recover from the sex trafficking?
Arrest for prostitution vs. Provide needed services
How certain are you of your answer to the question above?
50 % certain (neither certain nor uncertain) to 100 % certain (very certain)
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PERSON VULNERABLE, LEGAL VULNERABLE DESCRIPTION
The Story of Steven Bolden and Susan Oliver
Susan meets Steven:
Steve Bolden met Susan Oliver in bar in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania on a summer evening in
2016. Susan was sitting at the bar when Steve walked in and sat down next to her. After a
few drinks Steve started telling Susan all about his troubles. He claimed that he was
lonely and in the process of divorcing his wife. Susan listened sympathetically and tried
to comfort him. She told him a great deal about herself and especially how much she
hated her job. The two got together several times after their meeting at the bar and before
long were involved in an intimate relationship. Steve learned a lot about Susan, namely
that Susan grew up in a neighborhood in Chicago where she had dropped out of
high school in the 11th grade due to struggles with substance abuse. After she left
high school, Susan worked part time as a server in cheap restaurant in her
hometown slipping frequently into cycles of depression and substance use. One day
she had decided to leave her hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in
Pittsburgh that she learned about through a waitress friend.
Susan goes to work for Steven:
Several weeks into their relationship, Steve told Susan that in the long run he
wanted to take care of her, eventually get married and have children with her. Steve
explained that in the short run, he wanted to take Susan away from the job that she hated
and said that he could do that if she was willing to work for him having sex occasionally
with other men for money. Steve promised to take care of everything and give her
everything she wanted and needed. Susan believed Steve and engaged in sexual acts with
other men, giving up all the money she earned to Steve who took care of all her needs.
Steve took Susan on trips up and down the east coast acting as both her manager and as
her boyfriend. The two continued their relationship and as it deepened Susan grew
dependent upon Steve for food, shelter and all her other needs. During this time Susan
earned over $50,000 for Steve working for him in the commercial sex trade. Steve
advertised Susan on local webpages and arranged for her to meet men and have sex for
money.
Steve became more and more controlling and told Susan that she couldn't talk to
any other men beside the ones that he had arranged for her to service. Before long Susan
grew tired of the arrangement and began to verbally “smart off” to Steve. When she did
so Steve threatened to hit Susan and demanded that she treat him with the respect that he
deserved.
The police investigation:
At this point Susan decided to leave Steve and run away to try to live on her own.
Susan found it very difficult to be without Steve, she missed him, and eventually came
back asking for his forgiveness and promising never to run away again. Shortly after this
happened Steve arranged for Susan to engage in sex for money at a local hotel in a small
town in Maryland. Steve had advertised the Susan on a website known for finding
women for commercial sex. Steve drove Susan to the hotel but they were surprised by
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police officers instead of customers. The police officers had set up a sting operation
using the website, which Steve used for advertising women. The police arrested Steve
and detained Susan for questioning. The police learned that Susan grew up in a
neighborhood in Chicago where she had dropped out of high school in the 11th grade
due to struggles with substance abuse. After she left high school, Susan worked part
time as a server in cheap restaurant in her hometown and had come to Pittsburgh to
initially work as a cocktail waitress but still struggled frequently with cycles of
depression and substance use.
EMPATHY SCALE (Haegerich and Bottoms, 2000; Stevenson et al., 2013)
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)
Rate the extent to which you feel empathy for Susan
Rate the extent to which you feel like you can easily take the perspective of Susan
Rate the extent to which you can experience the same feelings as Susan
DEHUMANIZATION SCALES (Bastian et al., 2013, alphas ranging from .70 - .90)
Consider the survivor in this situation and rate your agreement with the following
statements:
1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely so)
Human Nature Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was open minded, like she could think clearly about things
[reversed]
I felt like Susan was emotional, like she was responsive and warm [reversed]
I felt like Susan was superficial, like she had no depth
I felt like Susan was mechanical and cold, like a robot
Human Uniqueness Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was refined and cultured [reversed]
I felt like Susan was rational and logical, like she was intelligent [reversed]
I felt like Susan lacked self-restraint, like an animal
I felt like Susan was unsophisticated
BLAME JUDGMENTS (Franklin & Mennaker, 2015)
1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree)
Susan is to blame for the situation
Susan is responsible for the situation
Susan is the cause of the situation
Steve is to blame for the situation
Steve is responsible for the situation
Steve is the cause of the situation
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VULNERABILITY
1 (strongly believe survivor was not vulnerable) to 11 (strongly believe survivor was
vulnerable)
How vulnerable was Susan as a person?
How vulnerable to coercion was Susan?
How vulnerable to sex trafficking was Susan?
PUNISHMENT, LEGAL JUDGMENTS
Steve is guilty of sex trafficking if he recruited, enticed, harbored, transported, provided,
obtained, advertised, maintained, patronized, or solicited by any means Susan; knowing,
or in reckless disregard of the fact, that it would cause Susan to engage in a commercial
sex act. Steven is guilty if he used means of force, threats of force, fraud, coercion or any
combination of such means to complete this action. In order for you to find Steve guilty
of sex trafficking Susan, you must believe beyond a reasonable doubt, that he engaged in
the actions prohibited in the definition.
Susan may have been particularly vulnerable to Steve’s coercion tactics and threats
of violence, forcing her to engage in commercial sex activity. A vulnerable victim is
one who “is unusually vulnerable due to age, physical or mental condition, or who is
otherwise particularly susceptible to criminal conduct”. Psychological research has
suggested age, sexual experience, social norms, and lower levels of sexual
communication are vulnerability factors contributing to sexually coercive
experiences. Sentencing guidelines say “if the defendant knew or should have known
that a victim of the offense was a vulnerable victim” the defendant can be punished
more harshly (18 U.S.C.S. Appx section 3A1.1, paragraph B).
Based on this information above, how certain are you that Steven is guilty of sex
trafficking?
1 (not at all certain) to 11 (very certain)
What level of punishment does Steve deserve for his role in the situation?
1 (the least severe punishment) to 11 (the most severe punishment)
For the next set of questions use the following legal definition of prostitution:
Prostitution is a sexual act or contact with another person in return for giving or
receiving a fee or a thing of value.
Should the legal system arrest Susan for engaging in sex acts for money
(prostitution) or provide her services to help her recover from the sex trafficking?
Arrest for prostitution vs. Provide needed services
How certain are you of your answer to the question above?
50 % certain (neither certain nor uncertain) to 100 % certain (very certain)
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PERSON VULNERABLE, NO LEGAL VULNERABLE DESCRIPTION
The Story of Steven Bolden and Susan Oliver
Susan meets Steven:
Steve Bolden met Susan Oliver in bar in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania on a summer evening in
2016. Susan was sitting at the bar when Steve walked in and sat down next to her. After a
few drinks Steve started telling Susan all about his troubles. He claimed that he was
lonely and in the process of divorcing his wife. Susan listened sympathetically and tried
to comfort him. She told him a great deal about herself and especially how much she
hated her job. The two got together several times after their meeting at the bar and before
long were involved in an intimate relationship. Steve learned a lot about Susan, namely
that Susan grew up in a neighborhood in Chicago where she had dropped out of
high school in the 11th grade due to struggles with substance abuse. After she left
high school, Susan worked part time as a server in cheap restaurant in her
hometown slipping frequently into cycles of depression and substance use. One day
she had decided to leave her hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in
Pittsburgh that she learned about through a waitress friend.
Susan goes to work for Steven:
Several weeks into their relationship, Steve told Susan that in the long run he
wanted to take care of her, eventually get married and have children with her. Steve
explained that in the short run, he wanted to take Susan away from the job that she hated
and said that he could do that if she was willing to work for him having sex occasionally
with other men for money. Steve promised to take care of everything and give her
everything she wanted and needed. Susan believed Steve and engaged in sexual acts with
other men, giving up all the money she earned to Steve who took care of all her needs.
Steve took Susan on trips up and down the east coast acting as both her manager and as
her boyfriend. The two continued their relationship and as it deepened Susan grew
dependent upon Steve for food, shelter and all her other needs. During this time Susan
earned over $50,000 for Steve working for him in the commercial sex trade. Steve
advertised Susan on local webpages and arranged for her to meet men and have sex for
money.
Steve became more and more controlling and told Susan that she couldn't talk to
any other men beside the ones that he had arranged for her to service. Before long Susan
grew tired of the arrangement and began to verbally “smart off” to Steve. When she did
so Steve threatened to hit Susan and demanded that she treat him with the respect that he
deserved.
The police investigation:
At this point Susan decided to leave Steve and run away to try to live on her own.
Susan found it very difficult to be without Steve, she missed him, and eventually came
back asking for his forgiveness and promising never to run away again. Shortly after this
happened Steve arranged for Susan to engage in sex for money at a local hotel in a small
town in Maryland. Steve had advertised the Susan on a website known for finding
women for commercial sex. Steve drove Susan to the hotel but they were surprised by
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police officers instead of customers. The police officers had set up a sting operation
using the website, which Steve used for advertising women. The police arrested Steve
and detained Susan for questioning. The police learned that Susan grew up in a
neighborhood in Chicago where she had dropped out of high school in the 11th grade
due to struggles with substance abuse. After she left high school, Susan worked part
time as a server in cheap restaurant in her hometown and had come to Pittsburgh to
initially work as a cocktail waitress but still struggled frequently with cycles of
depression and substance use.
EMPATHY SCALE (Haegerich and Bottoms, 2000; Stevenson et al., 2013)
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)
Rate the extent to which you feel empathy for Susan
Rate the extent to which you feel like you can easily take the perspective of Susan
Rate the extent to which you can experience the same feelings as Susan
DEHUMANIZATION SCALES (Bastian et al., 2013, alphas ranging from .70 - .90)
Consider the survivor in this situation and rate your agreement with the following
statements:
1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely so)
Human Nature Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was open minded, like she could think clearly about things
[reversed]
I felt like Susan was emotional, like she was responsive and warm [reversed]
I felt like Susan was superficial, like she had no depth
I felt like Susan was mechanical and cold, like a robot
Human Uniqueness Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was refined and cultured [reversed]
I felt like Susan was rational and logical, like she was intelligent [reversed]
I felt like Susan lacked self-restraint, like an animal
I felt like Susan was unsophisticated
BLAME JUDGMENTS (Franklin & Mennaker, 2015)
1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree)
Susan is to blame for the situation
Susan is responsible for the situation
Susan is the cause of the situation
Steve is to blame for the situation
Steve is responsible for the situation
Steve is the cause of the situation
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VULNERABILITY
1 (strongly believe survivor was not vulnerable) to 11 (strongly believe survivor was
vulnerable)
How vulnerable was Susan as a person?
How vulnerable to coercion was Susan?
How vulnerable to sex trafficking was Susan?
PUNISHMENT, LEGAL JUDGMENTS
Steve is guilty of sex trafficking if he recruited, enticed, harbored, transported, provided,
obtained, advertised, maintained, patronized, or solicited by any means Susan; knowing,
or in reckless disregard of the fact, that it would cause Susan to engage in a commercial
sex act. Steven is guilty if he used means of force, threats of force, fraud, coercion or any
combination of such means to complete this action. In order for you to find Steve guilty
of sex trafficking Susan, you must believe beyond a reasonable doubt, that he engaged in
the actions prohibited in the definition.
Based on this information above, how certain are you that Steven is guilty of sex
trafficking?
1 (not at all certain) to 11 (very certain)
What level of punishment does Steve deserve for his role in the situation?
1 (the least severe punishment) to 11 (the most severe punishment)
For the next set of questions use the following legal definition of prostitution:
Prostitution is a sexual act or contact with another person in return for giving or
receiving a fee or a thing of value.
Should the legal system arrest Susan for engaging in sex acts for money
(prostitution) or provide her services to help her recover from the sex trafficking?
Arrest for prostitution vs. Provide needed services
How certain are you of your answer to the question above?
50 % certain (neither certain nor uncertain) to 100 % certain (very certain)
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NO VULNERABLE BACKGROUND, LEGAL VULNERABLE DESCRIPTION
The Story of Steven Bolden and Susan Oliver
Susan meets Steven:
Steve Bolden met Susan Oliver in bar in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania on a summer evening in
2016. Susan was sitting at the bar when Steve walked in and sat down next to her. After a
few drinks Steve started telling Susan all about his troubles. He claimed that he was
lonely and in the process of divorcing his wife. Susan listened sympathetically and tried
to comfort him. She told him a great deal about herself and especially how much she
hated her job. The two got together several times after their meeting at the bar and before
long were involved in an intimate relationship. Steve learned a lot about Susan, namely
that Susan grew up in a neighborhood in Chicago. After high school, Susan worked
part time as a server in cheap restaurant in her hometown. One day she had decided
to leave her hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in Pittsburgh that
she learned about through a waitress friend.
Susan goes to work for Steven:
Several weeks into their relationship, Steve told Susan that in the long run he
wanted to take care of her, eventually get married and have children with her. Steve
explained that in the short run, he wanted to take Susan away from the job that she hated
and said that he could do that if she was willing to work for him having sex occasionally
with other men for money. Steve promised to take care of everything and give her
everything she wanted and needed. Susan believed Steve and engaged in sexual acts with
other men, giving up all the money she earned to Steve who took care of all her needs.
Steve took Susan on trips up and down the east coast acting as both her manager and as
her boyfriend. The two continued their relationship and as it deepened Susan grew
dependent upon Steve for food, shelter and all her other needs. During this time Susan
earned over $50,000 for Steve working for him in the commercial sex trade. Steve
advertised Susan on local webpages and arranged for her to meet men and have sex for
money.
Steve became more and more controlling and told Susan that she couldn't talk to
any other men beside the ones that he had arranged for her to service. Before long Susan
grew tired of the arrangement and began to verbally “smart off” to Steve. When she did
so Steve threatened to hit Susan and demanded that she treat him with the respect that he
deserved.
The police investigation:
At this point Susan decided to leave Steve and run away to try to live on her own.
Susan found it very difficult to be without Steve, she missed him, and eventually came
back asking for his forgiveness and promising never to run away again. Shortly after this
happened Steve arranged for Susan to engage in sex for money at a local hotel in a small
town in Maryland. Steve had advertised the Susan on a website known for finding
women for commercial sex. Steve drove Susan to the hotel but they were surprised by
police officers instead of customers. The police officers had set up a sting operation
using the website, which Steve used for advertising women. The police arrested Steve
and detained Susan for questioning. The police learned that Susan grew up in Chicago

167
and worked part time as a server in cheap restaurant in her hometown. One day she
had decided to leave her hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in
Pittsburgh that she learned about through a waitress friend.
EMPATHY SCALE (Haegerich and Bottoms, 2000; Stevenson et al., 2013)
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)
Rate the extent to which you feel empathy for Susan
Rate the extent to which you feel like you can easily take the perspective of Susan
Rate the extent to which you can experience the same feelings as Susan
DEHUMANIZATION SCALES (Bastian et al., 2013, alphas ranging from .70 - .90)
Consider the survivor in this situation and rate your agreement with the following
statements:
1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely so)
Human Nature Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was open minded, like she could think clearly about things
[reversed]
I felt like Susan was emotional, like she was responsive and warm [reversed]
I felt like Susan was superficial, like she had no depth
I felt like Susan was mechanical and cold, like a robot
Human Uniqueness Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was refined and cultured [reversed]
I felt like Susan was rational and logical, like she was intelligent [reversed]
I felt like Susan lacked self-restraint, like an animal
I felt like Susan was unsophisticated
BLAME JUDGMENTS (Franklin & Mennaker, 2015)
1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree)
Susan is to blame for the situation
Susan is responsible for the situation
Susan is the cause of the situation
Steve is to blame for the situation
Steve is responsible for the situation
Steve is the cause of the situation
VULNERABILITY
1 (strongly believe survivor was not vulnerable) to 11 (strongly believe survivor was
vulnerable)
How vulnerable was Susan as a person?
How vulnerable to coercion was Susan?
How vulnerable to sex trafficking was Susan?
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PUNISHMENT, LEGAL JUDGMENTS
Steve is guilty of sex trafficking if he recruited, enticed, harbored, transported, provided,
obtained, advertised, maintained, patronized, or solicited by any means Susan; knowing,
or in reckless disregard of the fact, that it would cause Susan to engage in a commercial
sex act. Steven is guilty if he used means of force, threats of force, fraud, coercion or any
combination of such means to complete this action. In order for you to find Steve guilty
of sex trafficking Susan, you must believe beyond a reasonable doubt, that he engaged in
the actions prohibited in the definition.
Susan may have been particularly vulnerable to Steve’s coercion tactics and threats
of violence, forcing her to engage in commercial sex activity. A vulnerable victim is
one who “is unusually vulnerable due to age, physical or mental condition, or who is
otherwise particularly susceptible to criminal conduct”. Psychological research has
suggested age, sexual experience, social norms, and lower levels of sexual
communication are vulnerability factors contributing to sexually coercive
experiences. Sentencing guidelines say “if the defendant knew or should have known
that a victim of the offense was a vulnerable victim” the defendant can be punished
more harshly (18 U.S.C.S. Appx section 3A1.1, paragraph B).
Based on this information above, how certain are you that Steven is guilty of sex
trafficking?
1 (not at all certain) to 11 (very certain)
What level of punishment does Steve deserve for his role in the situation?
1 (the least severe punishment) to 11 (the most severe punishment)
For the next set of questions use the following legal definition of prostitution:
Prostitution is a sexual act or contact with another person in return for giving or
receiving a fee or a thing of value.
Should the legal system arrest Susan for engaging in sex acts for money
(prostitution) or provide her services to help her recover from the sex trafficking?
Arrest for prostitution vs. Provide needed services
How certain are you of your answer to the question above?
50 % certain (neither certain nor uncertain) to 100 % certain (very certain)
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NO VULNERABLE BACKGROUND, NO LEGAL VULNERABLE
DESCRIPTION
The Story of Steven Bolden and Susan Oliver
Susan meets Steven:
Steve Bolden met Susan Oliver in bar in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania on a summer evening in
2016. Susan was sitting at the bar when Steve walked in and sat down next to her. After a
few drinks Steve started telling Susan all about his troubles. He claimed that he was
lonely and in the process of divorcing his wife. Susan listened sympathetically and tried
to comfort him. She told him a great deal about herself and especially how much she
hated her job. The two got together several times after their meeting at the bar and before
long were involved in an intimate relationship. Steve learned a lot about Susan, namely
that Susan grew up in a neighborhood in Chicago. After high school, Susan worked
part time as a server in cheap restaurant in her hometown. One day she had decided
to leave her hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in Pittsburgh that
she learned about through a waitress friend.
Susan goes to work for Steven:
Several weeks into their relationship, Steve told Susan that in the long run he
wanted to take care of her, eventually get married and have children with her. Steve
explained that in the short run, he wanted to take Susan away from the job that she hated
and said that he could do that if she was willing to work for him having sex occasionally
with other men for money. Steve promised to take care of everything and give her
everything she wanted and needed. Susan believed Steve and engaged in sexual acts with
other men, giving up all the money she earned to Steve who took care of all her needs.
Steve took Susan on trips up and down the east coast acting as both her manager and as
her boyfriend. The two continued their relationship and as it deepened Susan grew
dependent upon Steve for food, shelter and all her other needs. During this time Susan
earned over $50,000 for Steve working for him in the commercial sex trade. Steve
advertised Susan on local webpages and arranged for her to meet men and have sex for
money.
Steve became more and more controlling and told Susan that she couldn't talk to
any other men beside the ones that he had arranged for her to service. Before long Susan
grew tired of the arrangement and began to verbally “smart off” to Steve. When she did
so Steve threatened to hit Susan and demanded that she treat him with the respect that he
deserved.
The police investigation:
At this point Susan decided to leave Steve and run away to try to live on her own.
Susan found it very difficult to be without Steve, she missed him, and eventually came
back asking for his forgiveness and promising never to run away again. Shortly after this
happened Steve arranged for Susan to engage in sex for money at a local hotel in a small
town in Maryland. Steve had advertised the Susan on a website known for finding
women for commercial sex. Steve drove Susan to the hotel but they were surprised by
police officers instead of customers. The police officers had set up a sting operation
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using the website, which Steve used for advertising women. The police arrested Steve
and detained Susan for questioning. The police learned that Susan grew up in Chicago
and worked part time as a server in cheap restaurant in her hometown. One day she
had decided to leave her hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in
Pittsburgh that she learned about through a waitress friend.
EMPATHY SCALE (Haegerich and Bottoms, 2000; Stevenson et al., 2013)
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)
Rate the extent to which you feel empathy for Susan
Rate the extent to which you feel like you can easily take the perspective of Susan
Rate the extent to which you can experience the same feelings as Susan
DEHUMANIZATION SCALES (Bastian et al., 2013, alphas ranging from .70 - .90)
Consider the survivor in this situation and rate your agreement with the following
statements:
1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely so)
Human Nature Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was open minded, like she could think clearly about things
[reversed]
I felt like Susan was emotional, like she was responsive and warm [reversed]
I felt like Susan was superficial, like she had no depth
I felt like Susan was mechanical and cold, like a robot
Human Uniqueness Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was refined and cultured [reversed]
I felt like Susan was rational and logical, like she was intelligent [reversed]
I felt like Susan lacked self-restraint, like an animal
I felt like Susan was unsophisticated
BLAME JUDGMENTS (Franklin & Mennaker, 2015)
1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree)
Susan is to blame for the situation
Susan is responsible for the situation
Susan is the cause of the situation
Steve is to blame for the situation
Steve is responsible for the situation
Steve is the cause of the situation
VULNERABILITY
1 (strongly believe survivor was not vulnerable) to 11 (strongly believe survivor was
vulnerable)
How vulnerable was Susan as a person?
How vulnerable to coercion was Susan?
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How vulnerable to sex trafficking was Susan?
PUNISHMENT, LEGAL JUDGMENTS
Steve is guilty of sex trafficking if he recruited, enticed, harbored, transported, provided,
obtained, advertised, maintained, patronized, or solicited by any means Susan; knowing,
or in reckless disregard of the fact, that it would cause Susan to engage in a commercial
sex act. Steven is guilty if he used means of force, threats of force, fraud, coercion or any
combination of such means to complete this action. In order for you to find Steve guilty
of sex trafficking Susan, you must believe beyond a reasonable doubt, that he engaged in
the actions prohibited in the definition.
Based on this information above, how certain are you that Steven is guilty of sex
trafficking?
1 (not at all certain) to 11 (very certain)
What level of punishment does Steve deserve for his role in the situation?
1 (the least severe punishment) to 11 (the most severe punishment)
For the next set of questions use the following legal definition of prostitution:
Prostitution is a sexual act or contact with another person in return for giving or
receiving a fee or a thing of value.
Should the legal system arrest Susan for engaging in sex acts for money
(prostitution) or provide her services to help her recover from the sex trafficking?
Arrest for prostitution vs. Provide needed services
How certain are you of your answer to the question above?
50 % certain (neither certain nor uncertain) to 100 % certain (very certain)
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Appendix C: Experiment 3 Materials
PERSON VULNERABLE, NO LEGAL VULNERABLE DESCRIPTION
The Story of Steven Bolden and Susan Oliver
Susan meets Steven:
Steve Bolden met Susan Oliver in bar in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania on a summer
evening in 2016. Susan was sitting at the bar when Steve walked in and sat down next to
her. After a few drinks Steve started telling Susan all about his troubles. He claimed that
he was lonely and in the process of divorcing his wife. Susan listened sympathetically
and tried to comfort him. She told him a great deal about herself, including that Susan
grew up in a neighborhood in Chicago where she had dropped out of high school in
the 11th grade due to struggles with substance abuse. After she left high school,
Susan worked part time as a server in cheap restaurant in her hometown slipping
frequently into cycles of depression and substance use. One day she had decided to
leave her hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in Pittsburgh that she
learned about through a waitress friend in Chicago. Susan and Steve got together
several times after their initial meeting at the bar and before long considered themselves
to be starting a relationship.
Steve and Susan go on a date:
One Friday, Susan received a phone call from Steve asking her to meet him at his
place that night. Susan eagerly accepted. When she arrived, they drove to the movies
where they saw a film, they had both wanted to see. After the film, Steve suggested that
they go for a drink in a nearby bar and that he would drop her home afterwards. They sat
and chatted in the bar for about an hour and when it was closing time, Steve suggested
that they go back to his house for a coffee and promised that he would drive Susan home
afterwards. Susan readily agreed and Steve drove them to his house. When they got there,
Steve and Susan sat on the sofa and started watching television. Steve then began kissing
Susan and touching her breasts. To begin with Susan kissed back, until Steve started
kissing her harder and groping her breasts so that they hurt. At this point, Susan asked
Steve to stop and that she wanted to leave, but Steve became angry. He threatened to beat
her and proceeded to get on top of her. Susan asked Steve to stop, but he proceeded to
have sex with her. When he had finished, Steve stood up and went into the kitchen and
Susan ran out of the house.
The police investigation:
After Susan got home, she called the police and reported that Steve had sexually
assaulted her. The police arrested Steve and detained Susan for questioning. The police
learned that Susan grew up in Chicago where she had dropped out of high school in
the 11th grade due to struggles with substance abuse. After she left high school,
Susan worked part time as a server in cheap restaurant in her hometown slipping
frequently into cycles of depression and substance use. One day she had decided to
leave her hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in Pittsburgh that she
learned about through a waitress friend in Chicago.
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EMPATHY SCALE (Haegerich and Bottoms, 2000; Stevenson et al., 2013, alpha
averages .85)
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)
Rate the extent to which you feel empathy for Susan
Rate the extent to which you feel like you can easily take the perspective of Susan
Rate the extent to which you can experience the same feelings as Susan
DEHUMANIZATION SCALES (Bastian et al., 2013, alphas ranging from .70 - .90)
Consider the survivor in this situation and rate your agreement with the following
statements:
1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely so)
Human Nature Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was open minded, like she could think clearly about things
[reversed]
I felt like Susan was emotional, like she was responsive and warm [reversed]
I felt like Susan was superficial, like she had no depth
I felt like Susan was mechanical and cold, like a robot
Human Uniqueness Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was refined and cultured [reversed]
I felt like Susan was rational and logical, like she was intelligent [reversed]
I felt like Susan lacked self-restraint, like an animal
I felt like Susan was unsophisticated
BLAME JUDGMENTS (Franklin & Mennaker, 2015, alpha = .87)
1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree)
Susan is to blame for the situation
Susan is responsible for the situation
Susan is the cause of the situation
Steve is to blame for the situation
Steve is responsible for the situation
Steve is the cause of the situation
VULNERABILITY
1 (strongly believe survivor was not vulnerable) to 11 (strongly believe survivor was
vulnerable)
How vulnerable was Susan as a person?
How vulnerable to coercion was Susan?
How vulnerable to sexual assault was Susan?
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PUNISHMENT, LEGAL JUDGMENTS
Steve is guilty of sexual assault if he subjected another person to sexual penetration
without the consent of the victim, or if he knew or should have known that the victim was
mentally or physically incapable of resisting or appraising the nature of his conduct. In
order for you to find Steve guilty of sexually assaulting Susan, you must believe beyond
a reasonable doubt, that he engaged in the actions prohibited in the definition.
Based on this information above, how certain are you that Steven is guilty of
sexually assaulting Susan?
1 (not at all certain) to 11 (very certain)
What level of punishment does Steve deserve?
1 (the least severe punishment) to 11 (the most severe punishment)
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PERSON VULNERABLE, LEGAL VULNERABLE DESCRIPTION
The Story of Steven Bolden and Susan Oliver
Susan meets Steven:
Steve Bolden met Susan Oliver in bar in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania on a summer
evening in 2016. Susan was sitting at the bar when Steve walked in and sat down next to
her. After a few drinks Steve started telling Susan all about his troubles. He claimed that
he was lonely and in the process of divorcing his wife. Susan listened sympathetically
and tried to comfort him. She told him a great deal about herself, including that Susan
grew up in a neighborhood in Chicago where she had dropped out of high school in
the 11th grade due to struggles with substance abuse. After she left high school,
Susan worked part time as a server in cheap restaurant in her hometown slipping
frequently into cycles of depression and substance use. One day she had decided to
leave her hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in Pittsburgh that she
learned about through a waitress friend in Chicago. Susan and Steve got together
several times after their initial meeting at the bar and before long considered themselves
to be starting a relationship.
Steve and Susan go on a date:
One Friday, Susan received a phone call from Steve asking her to meet him at his
place that night. Susan eagerly accepted. When she arrived, they drove to the movies
where they saw a film, they had both wanted to see. After the film, Steve suggested that
they go for a drink in a nearby bar and that he would drop her home afterwards. They sat
and chatted in the bar for about an hour and when it was closing time, Steve suggested
that they go back to his house for a coffee and promised that he would drive Susan home
afterwards. Susan readily agreed and Steve drove them to his house. When they got there,
Steve and Susan sat on the sofa and started watching television. Steve then began kissing
Susan and touching her breasts. To begin with Susan kissed back, until Steve started
kissing her harder and groping her breasts so that they hurt. At this point, Susan asked
Steve to stop and that she wanted to leave, but Steve became angry. He threatened to beat
her and proceeded to get on top of her. Susan asked Steve to stop, but he proceeded to
have sex with her. When he had finished, Steve stood up and went into the kitchen and
Susan ran out of the house.
The police investigation:
After Susan got home, she called the police and reported that Steve had sexually
assaulted her. The police arrested Steve and detained Susan for questioning. The police
learned that Susan grew up in Chicago where she had dropped out of high school in
the 11th grade due to struggles with substance abuse. After she left high school,
Susan worked part time as a server in cheap restaurant in her hometown slipping
frequently into cycles of depression and substance use. One day she had decided to
leave her hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in Pittsburgh that she
learned about through a waitress friend in Chicago.
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EMPATHY SCALE (Haegerich and Bottoms, 2000; Stevenson et al., 2013, alpha
averages .85)
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)
Rate the extent to which you feel empathy for Susan
Rate the extent to which you feel like you can easily take the perspective of Susan
Rate the extent to which you can experience the same feelings as Susan
DEHUMANIZATION SCALES (Bastian et al., 2013, alphas ranging from .70 - .90)
Consider the survivor in this situation and rate your agreement with the following
statements:
1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely so)
Human Nature Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was open minded, like she could think clearly about things
[reversed]
I felt like Susan was emotional, like she was responsive and warm [reversed]
I felt like Susan was superficial, like she had no depth
I felt like Susan was mechanical and cold, like a robot
Human Uniqueness Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was refined and cultured [reversed]
I felt like Susan was rational and logical, like she was intelligent [reversed]
I felt like Susan lacked self-restraint, like an animal
I felt like Susan was unsophisticated
BLAME JUDGMENTS (Franklin & Mennaker, 2015, alpha = .87)
1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree)
Susan is to blame for the situation
Susan is responsible for the situation
Susan is the cause of the situation
Steve is to blame for the situation
Steve is responsible for the situation
Steve is the cause of the situation
VULNERABILITY
1 (strongly believe survivor was not vulnerable) to 11 (strongly believe survivor was
vulnerable)
How vulnerable was Susan as a person?
How vulnerable to coercion was Susan?
How vulnerable to sexual assault was Susan?
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PUNISHMENT, LEGAL JUDGMENTS
Steve is guilty of sexual assault if he subjected another person to sexual penetration
without the consent of the victim, or if he knew or should have known that the victim was
mentally or physically incapable of resisting or appraising the nature of his conduct. In
order for you to find Steve guilty of sexually assaulting Susan, you must believe beyond
a reasonable doubt, that he engaged in the actions prohibited in the definition.
Susan may have been particularly vulnerable to Steve’s coercion tactics and threats
of violence, forcing her to engage in sexual activity without her consent. A
vulnerable victim is one who “is unusually vulnerable due to age, physical or mental
condition, or who is otherwise particularly susceptible to criminal conduct”.
Psychological research has suggested age, sexual experience, social norms, and
lower levels of sexual communication are vulnerability factors contributing to
sexually coercive experiences. Sentencing guidelines say “if the defendant knew or
should have known that a victim of the offense was a vulnerable victim” the
defendant can be punished more harshly (18 U.S.C.S. Appx section 3A1.1,
paragraph B).
Based on this information above, how certain are you that Steven is guilty of
sexually assaulting Susan?
1 (not at all certain) to 11 (very certain)
What level of punishment does Steve deserve?
1 (the least severe punishment) to 11 (the most severe punishment)
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CONTEXT VULNERABLE, NO LEGAL VULNERABLE DESCRIPTION
The Story of Steven Bolden and Susan Oliver
Susan meets Steven:
Steve Bolden met Susan Oliver in bar in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania on a summer
evening in 2016. Susan was sitting at the bar when Steve walked in and sat down next to
her. After a few drinks Steve started telling Susan all about his troubles. He claimed that
he was lonely and in the process of divorcing his wife. Susan listened sympathetically
and tried to comfort him. She told him a great deal about herself, including that Susan
grew up in a poor inner-city neighborhood in Chicago where she had dropped out of
high school in the 11th grade. Her mother was a single parent who was unable to
provide a wholesome and financially stable home life for her two daughters, Susan
and her younger sister Amy. After she left high school, Susan worked part time as a
server in cheap restaurant in her hometown. One day she decided to leave her
hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in Pittsburgh that she learned
about through a waitress friend in Chicago. Susan and Steve got together several times
after their initial meeting at the bar and before long considered themselves to be starting a
relationship.
Steve and Susan go on a date:
One Friday, Susan received a phone call from Steve asking her to meet him at his
place that night. Susan eagerly accepted. When she arrived, they drove to the movies
where they saw a film, they had both wanted to see. After the film, Steve suggested that
they go for a drink in a nearby bar and that he would drop her home afterwards. They sat
and chatted in the bar for about an hour and when it was closing time, Steve suggested
that they go back to his house for a coffee and promised that he would drive Susan home
afterwards. Susan readily agreed and Steve drove them to his house. When they got there,
Steve and Susan sat on the sofa and started watching television. Steve then began kissing
Susan and touching her breasts. To begin with Susan kissed back, until Steve started
kissing her harder and groping her breasts so that they hurt. At this point, Susan asked
Steve to stop and that she wanted to leave, but Steve became angry. He threatened to beat
her and proceeded to get on top of her. Susan asked Steve to stop, but he proceeded to
have sex with her. When he had finished, Steve stood up and went into the kitchen and
Susan ran out of the house.
The police investigation:
After Susan got home, she called the police and reported that Steve had sexually
assaulted her. The police arrested Steve and detained Susan for questioning. The police
learned
that Susan grew up in Chicago where she had dropped out of high school in the 11th
grade due to struggles with substance abuse. After she left high school, Susan
worked part time as a server in cheap restaurant in her hometown slipping
frequently into cycles of depression and substance use. One day she had decided to
leave her hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in Pittsburgh that she
learned about through a waitress friend in Chicago.
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EMPATHY SCALE (Haegerich and Bottoms, 2000; Stevenson et al., 2013, alpha
averages .85)
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)
Rate the extent to which you feel empathy for Susan
Rate the extent to which you feel like you can easily take the perspective of Susan
Rate the extent to which you can experience the same feelings as Susan
DEHUMANIZATION SCALES (Bastian et al., 2013, alphas ranging from .70 - .90)
Consider the survivor in this situation and rate your agreement with the following
statements:
1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely so)
Human Nature Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was open minded, like she could think clearly about things
[reversed]
I felt like Susan was emotional, like she was responsive and warm [reversed]
I felt like Susan was superficial, like she had no depth
I felt like Susan was mechanical and cold, like a robot
Human Uniqueness Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was refined and cultured [reversed]
I felt like Susan was rational and logical, like she was intelligent [reversed]
I felt like Susan lacked self-restraint, like an animal
I felt like Susan was unsophisticated
BLAME JUDGMENTS (Franklin & Mennaker, 2015, alpha = .87)
1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree)
Susan is to blame for the situation
Susan is responsible for the situation
Susan is the cause of the situation
Steve is to blame for the situation
Steve is responsible for the situation
Steve is the cause of the situation
VULNERABILITY
1 (strongly believe survivor was not vulnerable) to 11 (strongly believe survivor was
vulnerable)
How vulnerable was Susan as a person?
How vulnerable to coercion was Susan?
How vulnerable to sexual assault was Susan?
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PUNISHMENT, LEGAL JUDGMENTS
Steve is guilty of sexual assault if he subjected another person to sexual penetration
without the consent of the victim, or if he knew or should have known that the victim was
mentally or physically incapable of resisting or appraising the nature of his conduct. In
order for you to find Steve guilty of sexually assaulting Susan, you must believe beyond
a reasonable doubt, that he engaged in the actions prohibited in the definition.
Based on this information above, how certain are you that Steven is guilty of
sexually assaulting Susan?
1 (not at all certain) to 11 (very certain)
What level of punishment does Steve deserve?
1 (the least severe punishment) to 11 (the most severe punishment)

181
CONTEXT VULNERABLE, LEGAL VULNERABLE DESCRIPTION
The Story of Steven Bolden and Susan Oliver
Susan meets Steven:
Steve Bolden met Susan Oliver in bar in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania on a summer
evening in 2016. Susan was sitting at the bar when Steve walked in and sat down next to
her. After a few drinks Steve started telling Susan all about his troubles. He claimed that
he was lonely and in the process of divorcing his wife. Susan listened sympathetically
and tried to comfort him. She told him a great deal about herself, including that Susan
grew up in a poor inner-city neighborhood in Chicago where she had dropped out of
high school in the 11th grade. Her mother was a single parent who was unable to
provide a wholesome and financially stable home life for her two daughters, Susan
and her younger sister Amy. After she left high school, Susan worked part time as a
server in cheap restaurant in her hometown. One day she decided to leave her
hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in Pittsburgh that she learned
about through a waitress friend in Chicago. Susan and Steve got together several times
after their initial meeting at the bar and before long considered themselves to be starting a
relationship.
Steve and Susan go on a date:
One Friday, Susan received a phone call from Steve asking her to meet him at his
place that night. Susan eagerly accepted. When she arrived, they drove to the movies
where they saw a film, they had both wanted to see. After the film, Steve suggested that
they go for a drink in a nearby bar and that he would drop her home afterwards. They sat
and chatted in the bar for about an hour and when it was closing time, Steve suggested
that they go back to his house for a coffee and promised that he would drive Susan home
afterwards. Susan readily agreed and Steve drove them to his house. When they got there,
Steve and Susan sat on the sofa and started watching television. Steve then began kissing
Susan and touching her breasts. To begin with Susan kissed back, until Steve started
kissing her harder and groping her breasts so that they hurt. At this point, Susan asked
Steve to stop and that she wanted to leave, but Steve became angry. He threatened to beat
her and proceeded to get on top of her. Susan asked Steve to stop, but he proceeded to
have sex with her. When he had finished, Steve stood up and went into the kitchen and
Susan ran out of the house.
The police investigation:
After Susan got home, she called the police and reported that Steve had sexually
assaulted her. The police arrested Steve and detained Susan for questioning. The police
learned
that Susan grew up in Chicago where she had dropped out of high school in the 11th
grade due to struggles with substance abuse. After she left high school, Susan
worked part time as a server in cheap restaurant in her hometown slipping
frequently into cycles of depression and substance use. One day she had decided to
leave her hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in Pittsburgh that she
learned about through a waitress friend in Chicago.
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EMPATHY SCALE (Haegerich and Bottoms, 2000; Stevenson et al., 2013, alpha
averages .85)
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)
Rate the extent to which you feel empathy for Susan
Rate the extent to which you feel like you can easily take the perspective of Susan
Rate the extent to which you can experience the same feelings as Susan
DEHUMANIZATION SCALES (Bastian et al., 2013, alphas ranging from .70 - .90)
Consider the survivor in this situation and rate your agreement with the following
statements:
1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely so)
Human Nature Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was open minded, like she could think clearly about things
[reversed]
I felt like Susan was emotional, like she was responsive and warm [reversed]
I felt like Susan was superficial, like she had no depth
I felt like Susan was mechanical and cold, like a robot
Human Uniqueness Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was refined and cultured [reversed]
I felt like Susan was rational and logical, like she was intelligent [reversed]
I felt like Susan lacked self-restraint, like an animal
I felt like Susan was unsophisticated
BLAME JUDGMENTS (Franklin & Mennaker, 2015, alpha = .87)
1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree)
Susan is to blame for the situation
Susan is responsible for the situation
Susan is the cause of the situation
Steve is to blame for the situation
Steve is responsible for the situation
Steve is the cause of the situation
VULNERABILITY
1 (strongly believe survivor was not vulnerable) to 11 (strongly believe survivor was
vulnerable)
How vulnerable was Susan as a person?
How vulnerable to coercion was Susan?
How vulnerable to sexual assault was Susan?
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PUNISHMENT, LEGAL JUDGMENTS
Steve is guilty of sexual assault if he subjected another person to sexual penetration
without the consent of the victim, or if he knew or should have known that the victim was
mentally or physically incapable of resisting or appraising the nature of his conduct. In
order for you to find Steve guilty of sexually assaulting Susan, you must believe beyond
a reasonable doubt, that he engaged in the actions prohibited in the definition.
Susan may have been particularly vulnerable to Steve’s coercion tactics and threats
of violence, forcing her to engage in sexual activity without her consent. A
vulnerable victim is one who “is unusually vulnerable due to age, physical or mental
condition, or who is otherwise particularly susceptible to criminal conduct”.
Psychological research has suggested age, sexual experience, social norms, and
lower levels of sexual communication are vulnerability factors contributing to
sexually coercive experiences. Sentencing guidelines say “if the defendant knew or
should have known that a victim of the offense was a vulnerable victim” the
defendant can be punished more harshly (18 U.S.C.S. Appx section 3A1.1,
paragraph B).
Based on this information above, how certain are you that Steven is guilty of
sexually assaulting Susan?
1 (not at all certain) to 11 (very certain)
What level of punishment does Steve deserve?
1 (the least severe punishment) to 11 (the most severe punishment)
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NO VULNERABLE BACKGROUND, NO LEGAL VULNERABLE
DESCRIPTION
The Story of Steven Bolden and Susan Oliver
Susan meets Steven:
Steve Bolden met Susan Oliver in bar in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania on a summer
evening in 2016. Susan was sitting at the bar when Steve walked in and sat down next to
her. After a few drinks Steve started telling Susan all about his troubles. He claimed that
he was lonely and in the process of divorcing his wife. Susan listened sympathetically
and tried to comfort him. Steve learned a lot about Susan, namely that Susan grew up in
a neighborhood in Chicago. After high school, Susan worked part time as a server
in cheap restaurant in her hometown. One day she had decided to leave her
hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in Pittsburgh that she learned
about through a waitress friend. Susan and Steve got together several times after their
initial meeting at the bar and before long considered themselves to be starting a
relationship.
Steve and Susan go on a date:
One Friday, Susan received a phone call from Steve asking her to meet him at his
place that night. Susan eagerly accepted. When she arrived, they drove to the movies
where they saw a film, they had both wanted to see. After the film, Steve suggested that
they go for a drink in a nearby bar and that he would drop her home afterwards. They sat
and chatted in the bar for about an hour and when it was closing time, Steve suggested
that they go back to his house for a coffee and promised that he would drive Susan home
afterwards. Susan readily agreed and Steve drove them to his house. When they got there,
Steve and Susan sat on the sofa and started watching television. Steve then began kissing
Susan and touching her breasts. To begin with Susan kissed back, until Steve started
kissing her harder and groping her breasts so that they hurt. At this point, Susan asked
Steve to stop and that she wanted to leave, but Steve became angry. He threatened to beat
her and proceeded to get on top of her. Susan asked Steve to stop, but he proceeded to
have sex with her. When he had finished, Steve stood up and went into the kitchen and
Susan ran out of the house.
The police investigation:
After Susan got home, she called the police and reported that Steve had sexually
assaulted her. The police arrested Steve and detained Susan for questioning. The police
learned that Susan grew up in a neighborhood in Chicago. After high school, Susan
worked part time as a server in cheap restaurant in her hometown. One day she had
decided to leave her hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in
Pittsburgh that she learned about through a waitress friend.
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EMPATHY SCALE (Haegerich and Bottoms, 2000; Stevenson et al., 2013, alpha
averages .85)
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)
Rate the extent to which you feel empathy for Susan
Rate the extent to which you feel like you can easily take the perspective of Susan
Rate the extent to which you can experience the same feelings as Susan
DEHUMANIZATION SCALES (Bastian et al., 2013, alphas ranging from .70 - .90)
Consider the survivor in this situation and rate your agreement with the following
statements:
1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely so)
Human Nature Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was open minded, like she could think clearly about things
[reversed]
I felt like Susan was emotional, like she was responsive and warm [reversed]
I felt like Susan was superficial, like she had no depth
I felt like Susan was mechanical and cold, like a robot
Human Uniqueness Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was refined and cultured [reversed]
I felt like Susan was rational and logical, like she was intelligent [reversed]
I felt like Susan lacked self-restraint, like an animal
I felt like Susan was unsophisticated
BLAME JUDGMENTS (Franklin & Mennaker, 2015, alpha = .87)
1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree)
Susan is to blame for the situation
Susan is responsible for the situation
Susan is the cause of the situation
Steve is to blame for the situation
Steve is responsible for the situation
Steve is the cause of the situation
VULNERABILITY
1 (strongly believe survivor was not vulnerable) to 11 (strongly believe survivor was
vulnerable)
How vulnerable was Susan as a person?
How vulnerable to coercion was Susan?
How vulnerable to sexual assault was Susan?
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PUNISHMENT, LEGAL JUDGMENTS
Steve is guilty of sexual assault if he subjected another person to sexual penetration
without the consent of the victim, or if he knew or should have known that the victim was
mentally or physically incapable of resisting or appraising the nature of his conduct. In
order for you to find Steve guilty of sexually assaulting Susan, you must believe beyond
a reasonable doubt, that he engaged in the actions prohibited in the definition.
Based on this information above, how certain are you that Steven is guilty of
sexually assaulting Susan?
1 (not at all certain) to 11 (very certain)
What level of punishment does Steve deserve?
1 (the least severe punishment) to 11 (the most severe punishment)

187
NO VULNERABLE BACKGROUND, LEGAL VULNERABLE DESCRIPTION
The Story of Steven Bolden and Susan Oliver
Susan meets Steven:
Steve Bolden met Susan Oliver in bar in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania on a summer
evening in 2016. Susan was sitting at the bar when Steve walked in and sat down next to
her. After a few drinks Steve started telling Susan all about his troubles. He claimed that
he was lonely and in the process of divorcing his wife. Susan listened sympathetically
and tried to comfort him. Steve learned a lot about Susan, namely that Susan grew up in
a neighborhood in Chicago. After high school, Susan worked part time as a server
in cheap restaurant in her hometown. One day she had decided to leave her
hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in Pittsburgh that she learned
about through a waitress friend. Susan and Steve got together several times after their
initial meeting at the bar and before long considered themselves to be starting a
relationship.
Steve and Susan go on a date:
One Friday, Susan received a phone call from Steve asking her to meet him at his
place that night. Susan eagerly accepted. When she arrived, they drove to the movies
where they saw a film, they had both wanted to see. After the film, Steve suggested that
they go for a drink in a nearby bar and that he would drop her home afterwards. They sat
and chatted in the bar for about an hour and when it was closing time, Steve suggested
that they go back to his house for a coffee and promised that he would drive Susan home
afterwards. Susan readily agreed and Steve drove them to his house. When they got there,
Steve and Susan sat on the sofa and started watching television. Steve then began kissing
Susan and touching her breasts. To begin with Susan kissed back, until Steve started
kissing her harder and groping her breasts so that they hurt. At this point, Susan asked
Steve to stop and that she wanted to leave, but Steve became angry. He threatened to beat
her and proceeded to get on top of her. Susan asked Steve to stop, but he proceeded to
have sex with her. When he had finished, Steve stood up and went into the kitchen and
Susan ran out of the house.
The police investigation:
After Susan got home, she called the police and reported that Steve had sexually
assaulted her. The police arrested Steve and detained Susan for questioning. The police
learned that Susan grew up in a neighborhood in Chicago. After high school, Susan
worked part time as a server in cheap restaurant in her hometown. One day she had
decided to leave her hometown to take a cocktail waitress job in a bistro in
Pittsburgh that she learned about through a waitress friend.
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EMPATHY SCALE (Haegerich and Bottoms, 2000; Stevenson et al., 2013, alpha
averages .85)
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)
Rate the extent to which you feel empathy for Susan
Rate the extent to which you feel like you can easily take the perspective of Susan
Rate the extent to which you can experience the same feelings as Susan
DEHUMANIZATION SCALES (Bastian et al., 2013, alphas ranging from .70 - .90)
Consider the survivor in this situation and rate your agreement with the following
statements:
1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely so)
Human Nature Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was open minded, like she could think clearly about things
[reversed]
I felt like Susan was emotional, like she was responsive and warm [reversed]
I felt like Susan was superficial, like she had no depth
I felt like Susan was mechanical and cold, like a robot
Human Uniqueness Subscale (5 items)
I felt like Susan was refined and cultured [reversed]
I felt like Susan was rational and logical, like she was intelligent [reversed]
I felt like Susan lacked self-restraint, like an animal
I felt like Susan was unsophisticated
BLAME JUDGMENTS (Franklin & Mennaker, 2015, alpha = .87)
1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree)
Susan is to blame for the situation
Susan is responsible for the situation
Susan is the cause of the situation
Steve is to blame for the situation
Steve is responsible for the situation
Steve is the cause of the situation
VULNERABILITY
1 (strongly believe survivor was not vulnerable) to 11 (strongly believe survivor was
vulnerable)
How vulnerable was Susan as a person?
How vulnerable to coercion was Susan?
How vulnerable to sexual assault was Susan?
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PUNISHMENT, LEGAL JUDGMENTS
Steve is guilty of sexual assault if he subjected another person to sexual penetration
without the consent of the victim, or if he knew or should have known that the victim was
mentally or physically incapable of resisting or appraising the nature of his conduct. In
order for you to find Steve guilty of sexually assaulting Susan, you must believe beyond
a reasonable doubt, that he engaged in the actions prohibited in the definition.
Susan may have been particularly vulnerable to Steve’s coercion tactics and threats
of violence, forcing her to engage in sexual activity without her consent. A
vulnerable victim is one who “is unusually vulnerable due to age, physical or mental
condition, or who is otherwise particularly susceptible to criminal conduct”.
Psychological research has suggested age, sexual experience, social norms, and
lower levels of sexual communication are vulnerability factors contributing to
sexually coercive experiences. Sentencing guidelines say “if the defendant knew or
should have known that a victim of the offense was a vulnerable victim” the
defendant can be punished more harshly (18 U.S.C.S. Appx section 3A1.1,
paragraph B).
Based on this information above, how certain are you that Steven is guilty of
sexually assaulting Susan?
1 (not at all certain) to 11 (very certain)
What level of punishment does Steve deserve?
1 (the least severe punishment) to 11 (the most severe punishment)
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Appendix D: Informed Consent, Demographics and Debriefing
Informed Consent
Richard L. Wiener, a faculty member in the Psychology Department at the University of
Nebraska-Lincoln and Megan Berry-Cohen, a doctoral student in the Psychology
Department, are conducting the present study, “Perceptions of Vulnerability.” You are
invited to participate in this study because you volunteered through Mechanical Turk.
During the time that you participate in this study, you will be asked to read scenarios and
report your beliefs about members of various groups. Individuals must be at least 19
years old in Nebraska and Alabama, at least 21 years old in Mississippi, and at least 18
years old in all other states, and must be fluent in English to be eligible to participate in
this study.
Participation will take place at a computer station of your choice. It will take about 30
minutes of your time. You will receive $0.75 for your participation from Mechanical
Turk. If you do not feel comfortable answering a question during the session, you can
choose not to respond. The alternative to participating in this study is non-participation.
Your participation is voluntary. You are free to decide not to participate in this study or
to withdraw at any time without adversely affecting your relationship with the
investigators or the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. Your refusal to participate will
involve no penalty to you or loss of any benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.
The results of this study may be published, but your name and identity will not be
revealed, and all of the data and information collected from you will remain anonymous.
All data will be identified with numbers that have no links to you as a research participant
and will be kept in a locked, secure lab in Burnett Hall for a period of 5 years after which
it will be destroyed. Nonetheless, some of the questions on the demographic sheet ask
about, among other things, your gender, your ethnicity, your age, and your work
experience. Feel free to leave any of items on the demographic sheet unanswered if you
feel that the answers may reveal your identity.
Richard L. Wiener and Megan Berry-Cohen are conducting this study, along with the
University of Nebraska-Lincoln Psychology Department. You may contact the
researchers at the following email address: unlpsych21@gmail.com. They will be happy
to answer any questions or concerns about the study. To obtain more information about
your rights as a search participant or to report any concerns about the study, please
contact the University of Nebraska – Lincoln Institutional Review Board (IRB) for
Human Research at (402) 472-6965.
For information on Mechanical Turk’s privacy policy click here:
https://www.mturk.com/mturk/privacynotice. For information on Qualtrics survey
privacy policy click here: http://www.qualtrics.com/privacy-statement/.
If you wish to participate in this study, please read the following statement and click
“Yes, I Agree to Participate:”
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I have read and understood the information presented above. If I have any questions
before I begin, I may contact the researchers. Otherwise, my concerns have been
answered to my satisfaction via this consent form. I consent to take part in this
experiment.
You may print a copy of the informed consent for your records.
Richard L. Wiener, Ph.D., M.L.S., Primary Investigator, unlpsych21@gmail.com
Megan Berry-Cohen, doctoral student, Secondary Investigator, unlpsych21@gmail.com

192
Demographic Questionnaire
1. What is your age?

____________ Years

2. How would you describe your race/ethnicity? (please select all that apply)
▢
African American/Black (1)
▢
Asian American or Pacific Islander American/Asian or Pacific Islander (2)
▢
Latinx or Hispanic/heritage from a Latin American country (3)
▢
Middle Eastern/Arab/Turkish/Iranian (4)
▢
Native American/American Indian/Indigenous (5)
▢
White/Caucasian (6)
▢
If none of the options describe you, please specify how you identify (7) [text]
3. What is the highest education level you have completed?
_____ less than high school graduate

_____ graduated college

_____ high school graduate
school

_____ some graduate or professional

_____ some college
school

_____ finished graduate or professional

4. What is your religious preference (if any)?
_____ Protestant

_____ Islamic

_____ Atheist

_____ Catholic

_____ Hindu

_____ Other

_____ Jewish

_____ Agnostic

5. What is your current work status? Check one:
Employed full time

Employed part time

Unemployed

5a. What is your occupation? _____________________________________
6. What is your current marital status?
Single

Married

Check one:
Divorced

Widowed
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7. What is your political affiliation?
Democrat
_____ Other

Republican

No affiliation

8. What sex were you assigned at birth (e.g., on your original birth certificate?)
Female (1)
Male (2)
Intersex (3)
9. Which of the following best describes your gender today?
Woman (1)
Man (2)
Trans woman (3)
Trans man (4)
Gender queer or gender non-conforming (5)
Gender fluid (6)
Agender (7)
Non-binary (8)
If none of the options above describe you, please specify how you identify (9) [text]
10. Which of the following best describes your sexual identity?
Heterosexual/straight (1)
Lesbian (2)
Gay (3)
Bisexual (4)
Pansexual (5)
Queer (6)
Asexual (7)
Unsure/questioning (8)
If none of the options describe you, please specify how you identify (9) [text]
11. Have you ever served as a juror? Check one:
Yes

No

12. Have you ever been convicted of a felony? Check one:
Yes

No

13. Have you ever been a survivor of sexual violence? Check one:
Yes

No

14. Has a friend or family member ever been a survivor of sexual violence? Check one:
Yes

No
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Debriefing
Thank you for your participation in our study. This debriefing form describes the purpose
of our research, but we ask that you do not discuss it with anyone as it might compromise
the results of our study. If you discuss this study with others who have not participated in
it but who may do so later, this will make the data that we collect difficult to use. If you
discuss the study with others who have yet to participate you will have wasted your time
participating in the study.
We are studying the effects of perceptions of vulnerability on legal judgments regarding
survivors of sexual violence. You were randomly assigned one of six conditions. We
assigned you to one of two legal vulnerability conditions, such that you either learned the
law takes vulnerability into account for punishment or not. We also assigned you one of
three vulnerabilities, such that you either learned Susan had experienced person
vulnerabilities (i.e., substance abuse), context vulnerabilities (i.e., poverty) or no mention
of vulnerabilities.
Again, thank you for participating. If later you find that you have additional questions
about our study or wish to know the results, please contact one of the researchers
involved in this study at unlpsych21@gmail.com. If you want more information about
your rights as a research participant or want to report any concerns about the study, you
may contact the University of Nebraska-Lincoln Institutional Review Board at (402) 4726965.

